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        Prologue 
      
    

    



    As I watched the ending credits roll by on the prologue screen, I pulled off my headphones and slumped back in my chair, letting my body sink into it.



    



    I had seen this scene so many times it was starting to get annoying, but at this moment, I still couldn’t get enough of it.



    



    It’s almost been five years since this game was released.



    



    Tomorrow marks the five-year anniversary, which means I’ve been playing it for nearly that long.



    



    I’ve watched the ending a total of five times, so that's about once a year.



    



    ‘Wow, when will I see all the endings?’ I thought.



    



    Feeling a mix of excitement about how much story is still left and a bit of emptiness at the overwhelming amount of content in this game The excitement of knowing there’s still more left.



    



    It’s incredible.



    



    After five years of playing, the only thing I can say is how amazing it is.



    



    The freedom feels almost infinite, the AI feels like real people, and the vast world and endless storytelling are mind-blowing.



    



    Each playthrough changes dramatically based on what race you start with.



    



    This game has truly captured players around the world.



    



    Even if you play the same character the same way, the influence of the AI eventually flips the story in unexpected directions.



    



    It's pure madness.



    



    It’s truly a game that’s addictive in the best and worst ways.



    



    “Wow, seriously, I can’t stop playing this game.” Once the credits finished, I found myself not shutting the game down but instead clicking on the new character creation screen.



    



    I originally thought about playing as a werewolf, but it seemed too similar to the barbarian I just played, so I decided to start with an elf as a warm-up.



    



    I hadn’t chosen a starting location yet, so I skipped.



    



    This game has a unique feature where you have to start playing from childhood.



    



    Based on your childhood experiences, you get to choose a job when you hit adulthood.



    



    Before that point, you don’t get any help from the system, including the status screen, and it only opens up after the coming-of-age ceremony.



    



    If you don’t play properly during childhood, you might end up with some wacky job choices when it’s time to pick one.



    



    For example, if you just farm in the countryside, you might end up as a full-on farmer character.



    



    Because of this system, I once had a painful experience playing as a human.



    



    I started as a village hero and wasted two weeks grinding away, only to give up and eventually restart as a knight in the empire.



    



    I think I “committed suicide” in-game about four times out of frustration.



    



    No matter how much I chopped wood to build strength or farmed to boost my stamina, it didn’t help.



    



    The only skills I developed were lumberjacking and farming.



    



    I tried to train my sword skills by getting a sword, but there were no proper teachers, so my sword skills barely improved.



    



    To really get better at sword fighting, you need real combat experience, but could a little kid in their early teens even last a minute against wolves or monsters in the woods?



    



    No matter how I set my potential abilities to the max, a kid is still just a kid.



    



    If I don’t choose a decent starting location, I could end up with a completely useless character.



    



    “If I was born in a human city, I might end up as a half-elf…” But in this game’s world, being a half-elf doesn’t really help.



    



    You’d just face discrimination and mistreatment from humans, plus you’d have weaker race-specific skills compared to pure-bloods, like archery or elemental affinity.



    



    Honestly, I wonder if a character born in a different race’s village could even survive the bullying during childhood.



    



    No matter how hard the player tries to level up, the game’s world has a strong race-centric mentality.



    



    This means that the overall civilization level is pretty low.



    



    It’s like being back in ancient times, maybe around BC.



    



    You know, like ancient Greece or the early days of Korea.



    



    In this world, anyone who isn’t part of your race is treated like a slave or garbage.



    



    If you’re born in a different race's village, it’s almost guaranteed that you’ll either end up as a slave or die from discrimination and harassment.



    



    “Maybe I’ll just pick any elf forest.”



    



    The problem is that elves are one of the races with the lowest survival rates in the main story arc about the race wars.



    



    Their habitats are limited to forests filled with natural energy, putting them at high risk of catching fire and easily wiping out.



    



    Even though they have some elemental powers, they can’t handle the fiery attacks from wizards.



    



    Unless they live in a holy grove protected by the World Tree, elves living in smaller forests can literally get destroyed.



    



    Some might end up fleeing and living as refugees or slaves, but that’s not really living, is it? Plus, even if they manage to survive, the extreme stress and depression from losing their families and clan during the war mean their characters won’t last long.



    



    Since I’ve set my potential abilities to max, I might as well get strong quickly and prepare for the war.



    



    There's a chance I could survive, but war is war.



    



    Individual power has its limits.



    



    Plus, this game has no difficulty settings; everything is based on realism.



    



    If you get hurt, you need to take time to heal or use magic.



    



    And as I mentioned, if you die once, your character gets deleted.



    



    That’s why setting potential abilities is crucial, but if you don’t go through childhood properly, you might die before adulthood or end up with poor stats and limited job choices.



    



    There’s a reason it takes so long to see the true ending.



    



    Despite its infamous reputation, it’s an addictive game: “Omega World.”



    



    “Ah, let’s just give it a shot.” It’s my first time, so I’ll probably adapt after dying a few times. And since this is just a warm-up, if I get frustrated, I can always switch to a werewolf.



    



    “For my birthplace... Even though it’s the World Tree’s forest, I don’t think I’d be able to escape easily.



    



    Maybe I’ll choose a forest nearby instead.”



    



    To survive the race wars, the easiest thing to do is just run away.



    



    If I end up stressing out and dying for real, I’ll just quit.



    



    Anyway, that’s it for character creation.



    



    I got this far fueled by the momentum from seeing the ending, but now I’m in a mental fog.



    



    I’ll have to put off playing until tomorrow.



    



    Just as I hit the character creation complete button, a notification popped up:



    



    "Congratulations, player! You've been selected for the event just before the 5th anniversary! Would you like to designate this character as an event character?"



    



    “Oh?” A 5th anniversary event? This is the first time I’ve seen anything like this in “Omega World.”



    



    There wasn’t any mention of an event on the official site, so it seems like a surprise event for just a few chosen players.



    



    A secret 5th anniversary event? That’s so typical of “Omega World.”



    



    I wonder how far they’re planning to take their infamous reputation.



    



    Whatever the case, I started feeling excited about being part of an event for the first time while playing “Omega World.”



    



    The fact that only a few players were chosen made it feel even more special.



    



    Without hesitating, I clicked the accept button, and a new window popped up.



    



    Warning: Once you create an event character, there’s no going back. Absolutely none.



    



    Do you accept it?



    



    My excitement immediately faded.



    



    Why is this wording so intense?



    



    Isn’t this supposed to be an event?



    



    But they don’t even explain what it is.



    



    What a way to go!



    



    Feeling suspicious, I hit the Alt + Tab to check online.



    



    I visited the game’s homepage and googled it, but I couldn’t find any information about a 5th anniversary event for “Omega World.”



    



    It seemed like there were just some events organized by players or groups mimicking “Omega World.”



    



    Is this really just a prank event for a select few?



    



    “What’s going on? Why is this event so sketchy?”



    



    It’s the first time I’ve ever felt uneasy about a game event.



    



    Even though I felt that nagging discomfort, I moved the mouse without hesitation.



    



    The cursor was heading towards the accept button.



    



    “Ah, what the hell, nothing invested, nothing gained.”



    



    At that point, I didn’t really think much of it.



    



    Sure, it felt a bit off, but it’s just a game, right?



    



    If things go sideways, I can always delete the character and start over.



    



    I just took it as a surprise gift for a few randomly selected players since there wasn’t any official announcement from the game company.



    



    So, even with my doubts, I accepted the event message and completed the character creation.



    



    It was just the usual process of making a game character.



    



    Finally, the first event character in “Omega World” was born, marking my new beginning as well.

  
    

    On the first day, I’m going to keep pushing on.

    Chapter 1: The Little Clearing in the Forest.



    



    The area around the clearing was packed with trees, and in the middle stood a young elf guy holding a bow.



    



    He was probably practicing archery, standing still with his eyes closed and an arrow knocked. Suddenly, he sensed a familiar presence outside the clearing, and his eyebrows twitched slightly.



    



    He opened his eyes and turned to look.



    



    There was a familiar elf man waving as he came near.



    



    “Eldmir.”



    



    The elf smiled as he got closer.



    



    “Eldmir,” he called out with a friendly smile.



    



    “What?”



    



    “What do you mean ‘what’?”



    



    The elf smiled as he approached Eldmir.



    



    “With only two weeks until your coming-of-age ceremony, I came to ask how your contract with the spirits is going.”



    



    At that innocent question, Eldmir frowned. He hesitated for a moment, then sighed.



    



    “Looks like the spirits still aren’t responding, huh?”



    



    “Yeah.”



    



    The elf sat down on a nearby stump and gave a bittersweet laugh.



    



    “An elf rejected by nature. That’s the first time for me. Guess it can’t be helped. The elders say they’ve never seen a case like mine.”



    



    Usually, elves communicate and form contracts with spirits from a young age, thanks to their natural affinity for nature.



    



    But Eldmir was the only exception. He could talk to the spirits, but for some reason, they were hesitant to make contracts with him.



    



    He didn’t know why, but he had become someone the spirits avoided. It got so bad that even his mom asked if he had done something wrong to them.



    



    As the only elf in the village without a contract, he was even called an outcast behind his back.



    



    “Well, don’t be too down. At least your archery skills are better than the village rangers!”



    



    “So what? I’m still marked as an elf who isn’t really an elf.”



    



    “That’s not because of the spirits; it’s just because you’re different.”



    



    “Shut up.”



    



    “Look.”



    



    The younger elf shrugged playfully.



    



    “You know what the other kids call you, right? Outcast. You use words you’ve never learned and think of things no one else would. Sometimes, it’s like you’re not even one of us.”



    



    And honestly, he wasn’t wrong. Eldmir felt irritation rising.



    



    “To my god, the guardian of the forest, the parent of all elves, Eldarelle, I swear, if you don’t shut up right now, I’ll stick this arrow in your mouth.”



    



    Despite Eldmir’s threatening tone, the boy, Eder, just laughed heartily.



    



    “Who uses a prayer like that? You’re the only elf who threatens your own kind while calling on a god’s name. Where did you even learn to say stuff like that? The adults say it’s a crude way humans talk.”



    



    “So just forget about that outcast.”



    



    At that, Edar shrugged but didn’t say anything more.



    



    “Eldmir.”



    



    Eldmir didn’t respond, but Eder continued talking anyway.



    



    “Where are you planning to go?”



    



    Eldmir flinched, glancing at Eder for the first time. Confusion was clear in his eyes.



    



    “You knew, didn’t you?”



    



    “Everyone who needs to know already does. Your family, me, and maybe a few of the elders and your teacher?”



    



    “Damn it.”



    



    “Hahaha!”



    



    Edar burst into laughter at the unfamiliar word.



    



    Other elf boys found it annoying when Eldmir used strange words, but not Edar. He just thought his unique friend was fun and friendly.



    



    “With you preparing so obviously, how could anyone not know? Come on, do you really think the happenings in the forest wouldn’t reach us?”



    



    Spirits, Eldmir thought.



    



    They must’ve snitched to his family and others.



    



    Damn things.



    



    Not helping at all.



    



    “Just drop it, Edar. You know I’m an outcast. I don’t belong in this village.”



    



    “Eldmir, where in the world is there an elf who doesn’t belong in the forest? Calling you an outcast is just a way to poke fun at your quirks. Do you really think we’d reject our own kind?”



    



    That’s unlikely. Elves, being the forest’s people, are symbols of harmony for a reason.



    



    “It’s not that I don’t know that; I know it all too well, which is why I want to leave. I’m the outcast disrupting the unity of this village”.



    



    Swallowing the words he couldn’t say, Eldmir spoke roughly, “What did the teacher say?”



    



    "Dude, chill."



    



    "You're really asking for it."



    



    Eldmir grabbed Eder's collar, making him freak out.



    



    "Hey, hey! Calm down! Let go of me!"



    



    "Give me one reason I shouldn't beat you up right now."



    



    "Elr El, what's wrong with you? What kind of elf are you?"



    



    “Try living as a different race for almost 20 years after being reborn in another world. You’d be like me too”.



    



    With a pout, Eldmir glared at Edar before finally letting go.



    



    Eldmir released Eder's collar, still frowned.



    



    Edar smoothed out his wrinkled clothes.



    



    "Seriously, Eldmir, control your temper. Your actions don't vibe with the forest's spirit."



    



    "Forest spirit, forest spirit."



    



    Eldmir sighed, grabbing his bow and pulling the string. The arrow shot into the sky with impressive speed, disappearing from sight in an instant.



    



    "Listen, Edar, elves aren't slaves to the forest. We're a tribe that lives in harmony, not forced to fit in."



    



    "Oh no, Eldmir!"



    



    Eder glanced around nervously, worried someone might have overheard.



    



    Eldmir frowned again.



    



    "If anyone wants to hear, let them come out. If they're bothered, they can challenge me. I'm not afraid."



    



    "Please, Eldmir Arhitea, keep it down. What will the forest think? The elders, the adults... Your way of thinking is what’s making the village call you an outcast!”



    



    Edar was really shocked. He’d heard Eldmir spout nonsense before, but he’d never seen him outright oppose the spirit of the forest like this. Plus, it went against their identity as elf.



    



    “Look who’s talking. You told the teacher about me without a second thought, but you care about what others hear now?”



    



    “Hey, that’s different!”



    



    Edar shot back, but Eldmir ignored him and kept walking.



    



    After a moment of standing there in shock, Edar hurried to catch up.



    



    “Where are you going?”



    



    “Home. Don’t follow me.”



    



    “Wait! So, where exactly are you planning to go?”



    



    Eldmir paused for a second at Eder’s shout, staring ahead in silence. Then he muttered under his breath, “To the place where the great spirit dwells.”



    



    “...What?”



    



    That was all he said. Eldmir kept walking, and Edar stood frozen, not moving. The conversation was over, and Eldmir was heading back home. To the elven village.



    



    The village was always quiet and peaceful, just like usual. All the elves enjoyed the calm that the forest brought.



    



    The only sounds breaking the silence were the chirping of birds and the buzzing of insects.



    



    Occasionally, the sounds of animals would also slip through, creating the natural symphony the elves loved.



    



    “...Damn it.”



    



    Symphony, my foot.



    



    Sure, nature’s sounds can be nice, but there’s a big difference between quiet and just plain dull. Just because the forest sings doesn’t mean it’s a human voice.



    



    They sit there satisfied listening to it while keeping their mouths shut—what is this, a ghost town or a place where people live?



    



    Not speaking when it’s not needed is more like a machine than a person.



    



    Eldmir had been living here for 20 years now, so he was somewhat used to it, but it was still one of the things he disliked the most.



    



    No matter how long it’s been, he had already spent over 30 years living as a human before this. Being an elf still felt awkward to him.



    



    “…I’m back.”



    



    He said the greeting, but the house was empty. Saying it anyway has become a habit.



    



    -Oh.



    



    “What? Someone’s here?”



    



    Eldmir raised an eyebrow at the unexpected voice instead of the usual silence.



    



    On the table, which also served as a desk in the small living room, lay a semi-transparent, reddish raccoon.



    



    The raccoon smirked at Eldmir's puzzled expression.



    



    -What?



    



    “...Could you get off the dining table?”



    



    -Why’s this your house? It’s ours.



    



    “Who decided you could just join our family?”



    



    -If you don’t like it, try canceling the contract.



    



    Eldmir was annoyed by the spirit’s attitude.



    



    “Can you at least try to speak nicely?”



    



    The raccoon snickered again.



    



    -That’s your way of talking.



    



    Eldmir frowned at the attitude. He stepped forward, grabbed the spirit by the scruff, and tossed it toward the door.



    



    “Get lost. Go find your contract partner.”



    



    -Hmph, the contractor sent me back first.



    



    Thought I might catch you doing something pathetic.



    



    “Mom?”



    



    Eldmir tilted his head at the unexpected mention.



    



    The raccoon, still floating in the air from being tossed, settled gently on Eldmir’s shoulder and spoke up.



    



    -Hey, rebellious elf.



    



    “Come on, stop calling me that.”



    



    -What should I call you then, if not rebellious elf?



    



    Eldmir playfully flicked the spirit on its nose.



    



    Hitting the raccoon didn’t really hurt it, since it was a spirit, but the raccoon twitched its nose anyway.



    



    -You know, Ershia is really worried that you still haven’t made a contract with a spirit before your coming-of-age ceremony.



    



    “Damn it… if you know, why not help me out with the contract?”



    



    -Why should I? I’ve already got a contractor.



    



    “No, I mean tell your friends to do something. Why does it seem like they freak out every time they see me?”



    



    -Hmph. Dig deep into your heart and tell me, rebellious elf.



    



    The raccoon whispered,



    



    -How much of a true elf do you really have in you?



    



    “…”



    



    Eldmir’s expression shifted at that loaded comment. Staring at the raccoon floating above him, he found himself speechless, and the raccoon chuckled again.



    



    -Rebellious elf.



    



    None of us spirits have any doubts about your existence, nor have we ever shared any suspicions about you with other elves.



    



    We have no intention of doing that.



    



    No matter what, you’re still an elf, and elves are the forest’s eternal friends.



    



    The raccoon spun in the air, still upside down as it continued speaking.



    



    -Your existence holds no significance for us spirits. You’re an elf and a part of the forest, but you’re not really our friend. So, we decided to just watch you.



    



    Even if your soul doesn’t carry the distinct scent of an elf, you’re still one.



    



    “...Should I be thankful for that?”



    



    -Not at all.



    



    “Damn it, seriously.”



    



    The raccoon laughed and flipped over again.



    



    -We’re just a part of nature, living off everything in this world. Our contract with you doesn’t affect your identity as an elf. There’s really no need to worry about it.



    



    “There’s nothing sadder than being a minority among a majority.”



    



    -That’s a unique perspective.



    



    That might only be true for you spirits and other elves. With a sigh, Eldmir changed the subject.



    



    “So, where’s Mom? Where is she now?”



    



    -Ah, there were signs of beastmen in the forest recently.



    



    She went to check it out and keep an eye on things.



    



    What the hell does that mean?

  
    

    
      
        Chapter 02 
      
    

    "Beastmen? Why are they here?"



    



    Who knows?



    



    Maybe they came looking for new land, or maybe they’re just passing through.



    



    "That’s some nonsense."



    



    As Eldmir muttered a curse under his breath, the raccoon gave him a sharp remark.



    



    Elves don’t curse like that.



    



    "Shut up, when did I start caring about that kind of thing? Just tell me more about it. How big is it?"



    



    What’s up with you, why are you getting so upset?



    



    As Eldmir quickly lunged forward, the raccoon took a step back.



    



    Not caring, Eldmir moved right up to the raccoon and grabbed him, his face now flushed with excitement.



    



    "Tell me quickly!"



    



    Ugh, dam!!!



    



    The raccoon struggled a bit in Eldmir’s grip, then shot him a glare.



    



    Hey, are you letting go or not?



    



    "Answer me."



    



    Oh, come on.



    



    The raccoon's glare wasn’t really intimidating.



    



    Suddenly, Eldmir, in a playful mood, started rubbing his face all over the raccoon’s cheek, causing him to twitch.



    



    Ugh, damn it.



    



    Whoosh!



    



    In an instant, the raccoon disappeared in a flash of fire, only to reappear as if flames were rising from the ground.



    



    There was fire in Eldmir’s hand, but the fire of a spirit doesn’t cause trouble.



    



    It only burns what it wants to burn.



    



    Now fully reformed into his spirit form, the raccoon glared at Eldmir.



    



    Calm down a bit. You’re an elf, so why do you care so much about things outside the village?



    



    "I’m a rebel, that’s why."



    



    That’s your excuse? No wonder you can’t form a contract with a spirit.



    



    "Don’t start a fight if you’re not gonna make a contract. So, where are those guys from? Even though this is a rural area, it’s still the World Tree Forest, so if they want to settle here, they should be ready for it."



    



    Eldmir's village is small, but things change closer to the center of the World Tree.



    



    If the beastfolk are really showing any signs of wanting to settle in this forest, there would be clear movements from the central authority. Finding a home in this forest is practically insane.



    



    "I still don’t know. I’m not sure how big they are. It’s likely just a few passing through, but I can’t say for sure. That’s why Esiria didn’t bother asking for my help."



    



    "Oh really?"



    



    Fascinated, Eldmir started putting his gear back on. The raccoon frowned at him.



    



    "Where do you think you’re going? You haven’t even had your coming-of-age ceremony yet."



    



    "That kid’s skills can’t be matched by anyone in the village, right?"



    



    "Still, what can a half-baked kid do without a contract?"



    



    "Ha, one of our ancestors shot down a dragon just with his archery skills. I might not be that good, but I can hold my own. Don’t stop me."



    



    "Ha, you’d crumble with just my breath…"



    



    Ignoring the raccoon’s comment, Eldmir dashed out the door and started running fast.



    



    Is this what it means to move like an elf?



    



    Eldmir’s speed as he raced through the forest was incredible. He was sprinting like a cheetah, and when he reached a densely wooded area, he leaped off the ground.



    



    Even though it was a remote area, this was the World Tree Forest, said to have existed since the beginning of time.



    



    Each tree was massive, and the branches were huge, towering high above. The lowest branches were about 10 meters up.



    



    With amazing jumping power, Eldmir leaped from tree to tree, landing on the branches and continuing to jump higher and higher.



    



    Sometimes he even performed acrobatic leaps from the treetops.



    



    "Wow, he’s ridiculously fast."



    



    The spirit grumbled while watching Eldmir’s retreating figure before igniting itself again and reforming right next to him.



    



    "Hey, rebel elf."



    



    Flying alongside Eldmir at the same speed, the spirit spoke up, and Eldmir glanced over.



    



    "What?"



    



    



    "Wow, you sure talk a lot without even biting your tongue." The spirit said, wrapping up its thoughts. “



    



    "So, do you even know which way to go?"



    



    "This way, right?" Eldmir replied bluntly, and the spirit squinted at him.



    



    "What? How do you know that?"



    



    "Come on. I might not have made a contract with you, but I can still communicate with nature. If I ask the forest, I’ll get the answer right away—why would I be wandering around? Huh?"



    



    "…You can talk to the forest?"



    



    "Didn’t I tell you?"



    



    "Hey! You crazy idiot, only high elves can communicate directly with the forest!"



    



    The raccoon spirit shouted, and Eldmir looked a bit annoyed.



    "Really?"



    



    "Yeah! Have you ever seen villagers claiming they talk to the forest?"



    



    "No, but they always say stuff like they’re in tune with nature or whatever."



    



    "That’s just a metaphor for what we do!! Wow, are you really an elf? You mentioned that dragon story earlier, and now you think you’re actually a high elf?"



    



    The dragon story he mentioned was an elven hero who shot down a dragon in flight with a bow.



    



    Just so you know, dragons fly at subsonic speeds.



    



    "Wait, when did you start hearing the forest?



    



    I’m pretty sure you couldn’t before!"



    



    "What do you mean 'couldn’t'? Well, I only started hearing it recently. Maybe about a week ago?"



    



    "Are you serious? You, the one who’s being rejected by the spirits, are hearing the forest’s voice? What is El Rdael up to?"



    



    This was probably because Eldmir had set his potential stats to the max in his past life.



    



    But aside from that, Eldmir secretly agreed with the raccoon spirit’s mumbling.



    



    Sure, even though his potential was maxed out, his physical growth was beyond imagination.



    



    When he played the game, even with maxed potential, he struggled to take down a single monster as a kid and often ended up dying and restarting.



    



    He wasn’t the only one; players on game forums and official sites often complained about how tough childhood was, even for those with maxed potential.



    



    But maybe it was the difference between reality and the game, or perhaps he felt the existence of that potential in his bones.



    



    Eldmir was deeply aware that his growth speed was insane compared to playing a game character.



    



    Whether the spirit realized this or not, it suddenly started yelling.



    



    "Wait, why didn’t you say that before?!"



    



    "Well, it started happening right before my coming-of-age ceremony, so I just thought all elves could hear this. And why is this such a big deal? After all, every elf has a high elf ancestor in their bloodline, so I must have inherited something special."



    



    You're crazy…



    



    The raccoon spirit looked at Eldmir with an expression that was both puzzled and filled with frustration, but Eldmir just smiled widely.



    



    "Watch your words. Spirits don’t curse like that."



    



    Hey!!



    



    The raccoon spirit yelled, and Eldmir laughed loudly.



    



    He had always wanted to knock that cocky spirit’s nose, but teasing it like this felt pretty good.



    



    Originally, the raccoon spirit liked to keep a mysterious vibe, speaking in riddles and acting hard to understand.



    



    But after living with Eldmir for over ten years, it had started picking up his direct and no-nonsense style.



    



    Rough, blunt, and never hiding its emotions.



    



    Even though the spirit liked to tease Eldmir as a "rebel elf," it knew full well that it had become something of a "bad-boy" spirit in Eldmir’s image.



    



    "Looks like we’re almost there, huh?"



    



    What, is the forest whispering to you again?



    



    "Yep."



    



    Even without the forest whispering to him,



    



    Eldmir’s elven vision had already picked up the figure of his mother, Esiria, in the distance.



    



    Though it was still a long way off, Eldmir picked up his speed.



    



    As the trees began to thin out, he dropped to the ground and started running full speed. At that point, moving faster than any beast could.



    



    Unable to match his speed, the raccoon spirit muttered a curse and stopped, knowing it was impossible to catch up.



    



    So, it burned its body again and reappeared right next to its contractor.



    



    "Mother!"



    



    If he were human, his voice wouldn’t have reached her from that distance, but with the elves’ superior hearing, it was more than enough for Esiria to hear him.



    



    Esiria, a little surprised by the sudden return of her spirit and the appearance of her son, quickly broke into her signature warm smile and waved at him.



    



    In one of her hands, she held a bow.



    



    "Welcome, Er. You’re full of energy as always."



    "Haha, you know it."



    



    Esiria, She was the one he called mother in this world.



    



    Even though he loved her deeply, after nearly 20 years, her presence never once felt awkward to Eldmir.



    



    Who would’ve imagined that after over 30 years of having one mother, he’d end up with another one in a different world?



    



    For someone who’d always been deeply respectful to his mother, this situation only highlighted the gap and discomfort he felt.



    



    "Did you investigate this by yourself?"



    



    "Yeah. The village people will get any messages from the forest, but so far there’s nothing unusual."



    



    "Hmm. So, they’re probably just passing through?"



    



    "Yeah. Judging by the way they’ve moved carefully around here, considering we’re near the World Tree Forest, they seem to be well-mannered. Looks like they understand interspecies etiquette."



    



    At that, Eldmir couldn’t help but laugh.



    



    "Hahaha! Beastmen being polite? That’s like barbarians following formalities, isn’t it?"



    



    Though he’d never played as a beastman, Eldmir knew all too well what it was like to play as a barbarian.



    



    The beastmen were one of the main rival races and the ones they fought against the most fiercely.



    



    They’re half-human, half-beast, literally like animals.



    



    Even if they spit on elves and insult them by calling them "earlings" or "archers," they wouldn’t show the elves any respect at all.



    



    But despite Eldmir’s laugh, Esiria put on a stern face.



    



    "You shouldn’t say that, Eldmir.



    



    Beastmen live in the forest, too, and as fellow creatures of the forest, they deserve respect."



    



    "Creatures of the forest? Them?"



    



    Eldmir’s expression twisted in disbelief.



    



    "They don’t think of the forest as a home. They probably see it more as a convenient place to mark their territory, like a giant bathroom.



    



    Those beasts have even set up their own ‘kingdoms’ outside the forest. They’re not really part of the forest tribe."



    



    If it had been before, Eldmir might not have known, but the beastmen now were nothing more than rebellious troublemakers who had left the forest.



    



    "Really?"



    



    Esiria’s eyes widened in surprise.



    



    Despite having lived nearly a century and being an elder, as well as his mother, Esiria didn't know much about the world.



    



    She had never left the forest, so while she had wisdom from her long life and experience as an elf, she couldn’t know much about life outside the forest.



    



    Seeing Esiria like this, Eldmir gave a bitter smile.



    



    "Mother, I know that we elves value harmony and respect for the forest, but we also need to be cautious of other races.



    



    If you look at what they’re doing, you’ll understand."



    



    How do you even know that?



    



    Eldmir scoffed at the spirit’s question.



    



    "Why wouldn’t I know?"



    



    What? …Ah.



    



    The raccoon spirit seemed to realize something and frowned.



    



    Definitely a lot to learn from the forest’s memories.



    



    The muttered words were so soft that even an elf wouldn’t have heard them, but Eldmir, being different from the usual elves, could clearly make them out.



    



    It was probably just based on his five years of experience and multiple playthroughs of the game, but in his world, assumptions were free.
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    "Anyway, do you know where they came from and where they’re heading?"



    



    "Roughly. They’re probably moving from the south to the north."



    



    From south to north, huh?



    



    It was a fairly casual expression, but that's how elves speak, and in this forest, there probably weren't many other ways to say it.



    



    Frowning and trying to recall the memories from my past life, which were now blurry and hard to remember, I started to get a rough outline of the situation.



    



    Looking at what the forest’s memories were showing me, I became sure of it.



    



    "These guys, I think they're probably residuals from a defeated army."



    



    "Why do you think that?"



    



    "Well, there was a territory of theirs in the south, right?"



    



    Eldmir's village was located on the outskirts of a vast forest with the World Tree at its center.



    



    It was so far out that people often considered Eldmir’s village as a separate forest from the World Tree’s main forest.



    



    Since it was on the outskirts, the village interacted more with neighboring villages than with those at the center.



    



    In short, it was a rural village.



    



    When interacting with such neighboring villages, the residents of Eldmir's village would sometimes notice that elves, despite their usual reputation, could actually be quite aggressive.



    



    "Didn’t they get raided by other tribes... or maybe invaded and are now fleeing?”



    



    Huh?



    



    Eldmir’s village, despite being on the outskirts of the forest, was still relatively far from the outermost boundaries, so it didn’t get attacked by outside forces as much.



    



    However, the outlying villages were often under threat from other powers. Eldmir’s village had managed to live in relative safety.



    



    The World Tree's forest was actually a popular area for non-elven races too, including beastmen, werewolves, and goblins…



    



    Those who were a bit more violent and less civilised.



    



    In fact, when Eldmir played as a werewolf or goblin in his past life, he even had to do a quest to reclaim the World Tree.



    



    And yes, he succeeded.



    



    When playing as a goblin he had burned everything down and rebuilt the village to suit his taste.



    



    Anyway, because of all this, the villages on the outskirts didn’t feel like typical villages, but more like battle groups tasked with defending against outside forces.



    



    Having been through so many fights, they often showed a surprisingly aggressive side, even for elves.



    



    They're so aggressive that they sometimes attack first, going into enemy territory to destroy the opposing forces.



    



    Back in my past life, when I played as a goblin in a village near the World Tree area, I got killed by those elves a few times in the beginning, leading to forced endings.



    



    "Well, it’s obvious, right? They're being careful not to step on our toes. They’re not being polite, they're just scared."



    



    Hm, that's a fair point.



    



    "So they’re not just passing through… they’re running away, huh?"



    



    Esiria, who had been thinking for a moment, nodded slowly.



    



    "Then we’ll have to hunt them down."



    



    "…Huh?"



    



    Eldmir was shocked by his mother's unexpected harsh words.



    



    "We missed them, didn’t we? Then it’s our job to clean it up."



    



    "Uh… but you just said we should respect other races…"



    



    "They’ve already been attacked by our kind. There’s always a reason for that."



    



    Even the gentle, warm mother, Esiria, was still a protector when it came to protecting the village and the forest.



    



    For the sake of her home, she didn’t hesitate to show her more ruthless side.



    



    "And you said they’re not from our forest, right? Then there's no need to show respect."



    



    For someone who values harmony, she sure has a strong black-and-white view of things.



    



    Eldmir swallowed his thoughts and spoke carefully.



    



    "Should I come with you?"



    



    He couldn’t just send his mother off to battle alone, but Esiria smiled warmly at him.



    



    "This isn’t something you need to go through yet. Stay at the village for now."



    



    "Uh…"



    



    Eldmir hesitated at his mother’s firm attitude, but then an unexpected accomplice stepped forward.



    



    What’s the matter? Eldmir’s about to become an adult anyway, so it’s not like he can’t handle something like this.



    



    He’s not a kid anymore.



    



    Esiria looked over at her contract partner.



    



    "Atir."



    



    The raccoon spirit, Atir, kept going.



    



    It’s not that he lacks experience, he’s the strongest in the village already. Do you really think some residuals who got beaten by our people are going to be a threat to him?



    



    "Mm."



    



    Eldmir looked at Artir with a surprised expression as he saw Esiria deep in thought.



    



    Artir raised one eyebrow and, without speaking, mouthed the words, "Take good care of her… My contractor."



    



    Ah, so that’s what he’s up to. Eldmir made a sour face and shot a glance at Artir before mouthing back, "I don’t need your advice."



    



    After all, it’s my mother. Of course, I’ll take care of her.



    



    Oh, but there’s still something I’m curious about, Artir suddenly spoke.



    



    "Why are they running to the north? They were from the south, right? If they’re escaping, shouldn’t they be heading further down? Why come up here?"



    



    “There are goblins down south,” Eldmir replied.



    



    "That makes no sense."



    



    Artir tilted his head.



    



    "You’re telling me they were invaded by Elves, and then they’re more afraid of goblins than the Elves, so they head into Elf territory? Isn’t that like being more afraid of potential invaders than the ones right in front of you?”



    



    It was a sharp point, but Eldmir simply responded, “Elves kill their enemies cleanly.



    



    Gobkins make slaves. Usually, they just use them for menial tasks, but in the worst cases, they turn them into sex slaves or worse, treat them like toys.”



    



    ...Huh.



    



    Of course, other races also enslave others, but none did it as brutally and openly as the goblins.



    



    Eldmir had found this particularly hard to adjust to when playing as a goblin in the past. By the way, Omega World was rated for ages 19 and up.



    



    So they value dignity over survival?



    



    “That’s pretty much it.”



    



    What’s the point of surviving as a slave? You wouldn’t even be able to say you lived under those conditions. Especially if your captors were goblins.



    



    It might actually be more merciful to just be killed cleanly.



    



    “Well, Artir’s right.”



    



    Oh, that sounds like an acknowledgment. Eldmir said to Esiria, “Er, if something dangerous happens, you should go back to the village immediately. Got it?”



    



    “Of course,” Esiria responded.



    



    If things go wrong, run. Eldmir made a mental note of that.



    



    It probably won’t come to that, but if Esiria's safety is the priority, it’s something that needs to be kept in mind.



    



    Seemingly reassured by Eldmir’s firm reply, Esiria smiled softly and said, “Would you try tracking them down?”



    



    “If you’re okay with it.”



    



    Just as Eldmir was the strongest archer in the village, his tracking skills were unrivaled as well.



    



    Besides his impressive physical power, as the village guardian, his skills were unmatched, with the notable exception of spiritual magic.



    



    It might seem impossible for a young Elf who hasn’t even undergone the adulthood ceremony to surpass the abilities of centuries-old fighters.



    



    It was all thanks to the potential his character, Eldmir, had from his previous life top-tier potential in everything.



    



    As a side note, Eldmir was rejected by spirits for reasons unknown, but in truth, his potential in spirit magic was also at the highest level.



    



    If he hadn’t been rejected, he probably would’ve been appreciated as the next hero who would bring the Spirit King back to the mortal realm.



    



    Anyway, even without that, Eldmir had top-tier potential in every skill, and with his racial bonuses added on top, he had near-mythical talents in areas like archery.



    



    It was probably why he recently activated the “Blessing of the Forest,” a unique power of the High Elves, as Artir had mentioned.



    



    Even though he hadn’t undergone the adulthood ceremony and his status window hadn’t opened yet, he was already showing abilities that made him excited about what class he might end up with.



    



    His fingers traced the ground as he followed the scent of beastfolk. There were hardly any traces left.



    



    All the signs were so faint and unclear they were almost unrecognizable. But for Eldmir, even the faintest clues were enough.



    



    He sharpened all his senses—sight, touch, hearing, and smell—leaving only taste aside.



    



    Every nerve was on alert. His tracking skills, taught by the village’s teacher and protection fighters, were now in full display.



    



    “These guys probably took off their shoes on purpose to avoid leaving traces. The footprints are still visible though.



    



    Hmm... judging by the shape, looks like catfolk? Beastmen. Ah, there’s a dog here too.



    



    Four cats and one dog? Weird mix. Oh, they’re heading north from the south, just like my mom said.



    



    But if they were avoiding goblins, they could’ve gone east... Ah, right, their tribe is up north.”



    



    As Eldmir muttered and continued following the traces, Artir looked at him with an astonished expression.



    



    Can you really figure all that out?



    



    Without breaking his focus, Eldmir answered,



    



    “Yeah.”



    



    Artir stepped closer and whispered, - Come on, be honest. You’re looking at the Forest’s Memory, aren’t you?



    



    “Forest’s Memory? I don’t need to spy on it to do this much. I could do this from before.”



    



    ...You’re the only Elf I know who would use "spying" to describe the Forest’s Blessing, you rebellious little...



    



    Shaking his head in disbelief, Artir muttered, El Rderel must be fickle, giving the Forest’s glory to someone like you...



    



    Eldmir wanted to say it was all thanks to the top-tier potential set in his past life, but he just kept that thought to himself and smiled inwardly.



    



    Having gathered the information, Eldmir stood up.



    



    “I found them. If we hurry, we should catch up in an hour or two.”



    



    “Good job, my son. I’m proud of you.”



    



    “Heh.”



    



    The warm praise made him awkwardly smile.



    



    It still felt strange, though—his mother’s love was so comforting, yet it also made him uncomfortable.



    



    It was hard to adapt to this new family, and whenever he thought of his past life, it only made it harder.



    



    But he believed time would heal all that. All he could do was keep moving forward.



    



    As they continued running, Eldmir suddenly asked, “By the way, what did these guys do to make their tribe attack them?”



    



    Elves generally don’t leave the forest. Even though their aggressiona had grown over time, they were still fundamentally peaceful by nature.



    



    They avoided conflict, but stood firm when necessary.



    



    At that thought, Eldmir’s expression stiffened.



    



    “Ah.”



    



    So, it was obvious that this was one of those extremely rare cases. It was actually a simple thing to figure out.



    



    “…Did they mess with something they shouldn’t have?”



    



    Even Elves have boundaries, particularly when it comes to safeguarding their own young or violating sacred limits.



    



    Once Eldmir thought that, his mind was flooded with rage. He clenched his teeth.



    



    “Should we speed up?”



    



    “...Yeah, let’s do it.”



    



    Esiria’s face had hardened too, as if she was thinking the same thing. The speed they were running at through the forest had long surpassed human limits.



    



    Even though they were a race blessed by the forest, maintaining this pace for long was still exhausting, even for Elves.



    



    But they kept pushing forward, their breathing growing heavier but without a single complaint. They didn’t slow down, not even a little.



    



    How long they ran like that, Eldmir wasn’t sure, but soon, Esiria’s stamina was reaching its limit.



    



    “Mother. They’re here.”



    



    “Ha... are we there?”



    



    They stopped running, taking a moment to catch their breath.



    



    Even though Esiria was already exhausted from the run, the energy of the forest would quickly replenish her strength.



    



    “Yeah. I can feel them. Their presence is close.”
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    The distance he sensed was about 300 meters ahead.



    



    Even though it was an elf's home ground—the forest—detecting a presence that far away was abnormal.



    



    “Mother, please rest a bit. I’ll go check.”



    



    “Alright... but don’t go alone, dear. Even though you might be a promising protector, you’re still just a child who hasn’t had their coming-of-age ceremony yet.”



    



    “... Yes. Besides, I’m not exactly alone.”



    



    With that, Eldmir reached out and grabbed Atir by the scruff of the neck.



    



    "Hey! Let go! I’ll stay here and guard Esiria!"



    “Shut it.”



    



    Ignoring Atir’s protests, Eldmir leaped up into a tree. Finding a good spot, he fixed his gaze on where he sensed the presence.



    



    “You cursed idiot. What kind of danger could you possibly face here that requires my presence? Release me!”



    



    “I said, shut up. Those guys have a good sense of hearing. Keep quiet.”



    



    "You’re like a rotten log that’s been soaking in rain for 300 years..."



    



    Ignoring the spirit’s playful but rough remarks, Eldmir switched to observation mode.



    



    “What’s with those guys? There’s not a single one of those four cats that looks like an adult. And that dog... oh, it’s a wolf. That one looks like a war demon, but it’s half-dead already.”



    



    Among them was a mysterious Langin, with its entire body wrapped in bandages like a rag, and four Catfolk of varying sizes. The oldest-looking one couldn’t be more than 15, and the youngest maybe 7.



    



    One curious thing was that there weren’t any wounds caused by elf weapons.



    



    “So, they didn’t fight us and run, then? Actually, maybe…”



    



    Oh, damn. They ran after fighting goblins.



    



    “Ugh, hell. I knew it. Seriously, what a mess.”



    



    —"What? What is it? Let me see too."



    



    “Hah... I feel so stupid…”



    



    The legend of Sherlock Elf Eldmir, the mystery-solving detective, was never meant to be...



    



    “Here I was, making all these wild assumptions, playing detective, acting like I was in some mystery drama all by myself...



    



    Like, why would an elf go out of their way to attack them first, seriously? It should have been obvious it was the goblins, not us.



    



    Wow, am I really this clueless?”



    



    "I don’t know what’s going on, but I can tell you’re drowning in self-doubt. Geez, here we go again, you stubborn fool."



    



    “Just leave me alone. I really want to crawl into a hole right now.”



    



    "I might not have a hole, but I can make you a rat-sized one. Wanna try it?"



    



    “You’re dead, you little—”



    



    After writhing in embarrassment for a while, Eldmir eventually pulled himself together.



    



    “Anyway, now that we know they aren’t enemies of our race… what do we do next…”



    



    "Oh, come on. Just tell me already."



    



    Ignoring Atir’s grumbling, Eldmir made a puffing sound with his lips and crouched on a branch.



    



    “Man… how am I supposed to tell Mom about this?”



    



    “What are you supposed to tell me?”



    



    “Ah! Mom! You scared me!”



    



    Eldmir, who had momentarily forgotten they were supposed to be quiet, was so startled he nearly had a heart attack when Esiria appeared like a ghost.



    



    He shouted in shock , "Mother, could you at least give me any sings before appearing like that?"



    



    "I didn’t exactly try to hide my presence…"



    



    "...Oh, really?"



    



    While feeling sorry for himself, he hadn’t even noticed Esiria’s presence. Great, now he was just putting on a one-man show.



    



    Feeling a bit embarrassed, Eldmir forced an awkward smile. Clearing his throat to shake off his embarrassment, he lowered his voice again.



    



    "Mother, you know, all those guesses I made earlier…"



    



    Scratching the back of his head and hesitating, Eldmir finally let out a big sigh and admitted in a self-deprecating tone…



    



    "They were all just my wild imagination. I got it totally wrong."



    



    "Your imagination?"



    



    "Yeah. Judging by their wounds, they didn’t get hurt by elves; it was the goblins who got to them. Swords, knives… and not a single wound from arrows."



    



    Of course, the main weapon of elves was the bow.



    



    "So they were running for their lives, trying to escape the goblins… And I guess they were avoiding elves too, just in case, since we're still technically enemies."



    



    Even if they were potential enemies, elves generally don’t attack unless provoked.



    



    Exceptions exist, of course, but elves are usually neutral.



    



    That said, it’s different when dealing with the beastfolk, because they have always had issues with elves.



    



    If they were wandering beastfolk from a different area, that was understandable. But that warrior’s outfit looked familiar even to Eldmir.



    



    It was identical to those of the beastfolk warriors who clashed with protector elves from neighboring villages a few times.



    



    So, from an elf’s perspective, they were pretty much the enemy.



    



    "Oh my. Then, did those children’s villages get wiped out by goblins?"



    



    "Most likely, yeah."



    



    Which explained why they were carefully moving through the forest in such a state.



    



    The young Catfolk seemed to be in better shape, probably because the Langin had done his best to protect them. But the Langin himself was barely alive.



    



    One of his legs was in such bad shape he was only able to walk with the support of the young Catfolk.



    



    Eldmir was surprised they managed to hide their tracks so well in that state.



    



    "I thought they were highly trained or something since they left almost no tracks, but I guess the cats just have their natural instincts, and the wolf… Well, that guy must be the real deal. Even half-dead, he can hide his presence that well."



    



    "Hmph. So what’re you going to do about it?"



    



    "Who knows."



    



    Thinking they were enemies of the elves, he’d chased them down with all his potential, only to find that they were actually tragic victims of the goblins.



    



    Four young Catfolk girls and a Langin warrior who’d risked his life to protect them.



    



    Their village was destroyed, and they were fleeing through enemy territory, desperately trying to reach a distant beastfolk village.



    



    If this had been a game, he wouldn’t have hesitated to decide whether to kill or spare them.



    



    In his past life as Eldmir, whenever he was in situations like this in games, he’d make choices based on his mood or his character’s personality, without thinking too much.



    



    After all, the others were just NPCs, AIs, bits of data ,they weren’t real, breathing beings in front of him.



    



    They were simply tools for gameplay, a bit of flavor to spice things up. That’s all they were.



    



    In a game, that’s what he would’ve done.



    



    In the game, he’d killed many lives. Sure, sometimes he’d let some live, but MMORPGs were all about getting stronger through killing.



    



    He’d killed monsters, NPCs, even random villagers.



    



    Sometimes there was no reason—maybe he was just bored, or maybe he wanted to raise his bounty, or sometimes it was just a misclick.



    



    In the game world, that was all fair play. It was just a game.



    



    But one day, that game turned into his reality.



    



    “Hey?”



    



    Killing someone.



    



    For the past 20 years, he’d struggled, hesitated, and feared that act countless times.



    



    Twenty years.



    



    It had been 20 years since he realized that this world wasn’t a game anymore, and that he was actually a part of it.



    



    He quickly understood that the things that happened in the game would now unfold as reality.



    



    Race wars, monster waves, infernal battles, dragon raids… all kinds of wars and massacres. Ideological battles, conquests, slave uprisings…



    



    The endless deaths of NPCs, all of it just events centered around violence and slaughter.



    



    Those things that were just game events before would now be his future.



    



    “Well, it’s not that hard.”



    



    “What isn’t?”



    



    Killing.



    



    It was just something he had to become numb to.



    



    Killing someone was no longer something that would make him struggle, hesitate, or feel fear.



    



    It was something he’d need to do to survive.



    



    The countless battles and experiences he’d accumulated as Eldmir were proof of that.



    



    Eldmir shook his head, clearing his thoughts.



    



    “It feels wrong to kill them, but it doesn’t feel right to let them go either.”



    



    Eldmir brushed aside his complicated thoughts and focused back on the matter at hand. Even if these beastfolk hadn’t clashed with the elves yet, they’d eventually become enemies.



    



    In fact, the Langin warrior right in front of him was already wearing the outfite of a group that had fought against the elves.



    



    "Considering the bigger picture, eliminating the beastfolk now seemed logical to prevent future elven conflicts.”



    



    “If I think about it that way, killing them seems like the obvious choice…”



    



    Was it their appearance or maybe it was the young age of the Catfolk girls that bothered him?



    



    For some reason, the thought of killing them didn’t sit right.



    



    “Eldmir, but these kids haven’t actually harmed our people, have they?”



    



    “Not right now, no. But think about the past and the future. Don’t you think they could end up being a threat to our people?”



    



    He knew the logic was sound.



    



    Thinking ahead to the unavoidable race war, it was clear that the beastfolk would be nothing less than mortal enemies to the elves.



    



    In Omega World, no matter what choices the player made, the early story would always branch off randomly, creating new storylines each time.



    



    But even though each playthrough’s story was mostly random, there were a few events that almost always happened, one of which was that the elves were the first race to get eliminated in the race war.



    



    And the beastfolk were one of the races that played a big role in that outcome, either directly or indirectly.



    



    As Eldmir recalled these memories, Esiria responded calmly.



    



    “There are only five of them. Four of them haven’t even had their coming-of-age ceremony yet, and the only one who could even be a threat is that Langin warrior. But let’s be honest, that guy doesn’t look like he’s going to be fighting anymore. So how could sparing them harm our people?”



    



    She had a point.



    



    Esiria clearly had her own beliefs and over a century of experience to back up her words.



    



    And truthfully, Eldmir didn’t have much of a counter argument. His worry was more about the beastfolk as a whole, not just these five individuals.



    



    What was the point of stressing over five people right in front of him?



    



    At that moment, the Langin warrior muttered something weakly to the young Catfolk girls.



    



    Though Eldmir couldn’t make out the words, the little cats started shaking their heads and tearing up.



    



    He was probably telling them to leave him behind.



    



    A touching scene indeed: a warrior ready to give his life for his charges, and the young girls crying over his sacrifice.



    



    “Hmm, I don’t know the beastfolk language that well, but I caught a few words.



    



    Princess, hometown, goblin, escape, revenge… so it looks like these kids are actually princesses.”



    



    Princesses, huh?



    



    Eldmir didn’t feel much about that. He’d kind of expected it.



    



    In beastfolk society, men and women usually complete their coming-of-age ceremonies together, after which they’re lifelong mates.



    



    That being the case, this Langin warrior probably had a partner.



    



    And given the beastfolk’s reputation, especially the Langins who were notoriously passionate breeders, there was practically no chance he didn’t have kids of his own.



    



    Yet here he was, with these four young Catfolk girls who clearly weren’t his. That meant he was putting their safety above even his own offspring.



    



    Beyond all that, though, Eldmir couldn’t help but briefly wonder what beastfolk royalty were even doing in such a rural area like this.



    



    And then another thought struck him—did they really have four princesses?



    



    “Four princesses? What’s up with their gender balance?”



    



    Was there a prince out there too? If so, beastfolk breeding instincts sure were something else. Just how many kids did they have?

  
    

    
      
        Chapter 05
      
    

    “Princess, huh… and mother, whatever brought them to a rural place like this, they must be pretty important to the beastfolk, right? This could be a nice opportunity.”



    



    Back in the game, whenever Eldmir got a chance like this, he’d usually take advantage.



    



    Sometimes he’d capture and use them as captives, and other times, he’d help them out to get on their good side and reap rewards later.



    



    But that was mostly when the other side was allied or at least neutral toward him.



    



    “If you do this, it’s going to be the point of no return for the elves and beastfolk,” Esiria said, resting a hand on Eldmir’s shoulder.



    



    “Eldmir, even with races that don’t get along, if there’s enough effort from both sides, they can live together peacefully. Attacking someone just because they’re an enemy isn’t the only way. Think about it, Eldmir. Remember how all the races lived together during the First Era—how our ancestors managed to live together in harmony.”



    



    “I don’t know if the beastfolk would even remember or care about those times.”



    



    Esiria gave a warm smile.



    



    “That’s what harmony is, Eldmir. It’s about giving room, even if they don’t.”



    



    “That’s not harmony, that’s just giving in.”



    



    “Well, if we take the first step, maybe they’ll start to match us halfway. Isn’t that what you’d call an opportunity?”



    



    Esiria looked over at the beastfolk.



    



    “Maybe it really is an opportunity—to shift things with them from violence to harmony.”



    



    Elves never attack first. They’re a race that always adapts to their opponent.



    



    Elves are non-aggressive by nature, and even when they have to fight, they never forget the memory of the First Era’s peace.



    



    That’s why they were the first to be defeated—they valued harmony with every race above all else.



    



    “Like the First Era… right?”



    



    “Yes, just like the time when everyone lived and found happiness together.”



    



    Wishful thinking.



    



    Saving these girls won’t magically make the elves and beastfolk friendly with each other.



    



    Esiria probably just wants to save them because they’re kids.



    



    “You’ve got it bad, mom. You and every elf. You guys are the only race that dreams of going back to that era.”



    



    Some individuals or small groups might hold onto memories or ideals of that time. But an entire race?



    



    Only the elves are ones who remember those times and expect they can be together like that again…



    



    And that’s why they were the first to be defeated.



    



    “I don’t think this choice is going to end well for the elves. Peace with the beastfolk? Not a chance. The only reason I’m going along with this is purely…”



    



    Eldmir trailed off, unable to finish his thought.



    



    For some reason, he couldn’t say it. He’d intended to say he was only doing this because it was his mother’s request.



    



    Yet, for whatever reason, the words wouldn’t come out. It was almost as if a quiet voice was whispering in his ear, saying that wasn’t really why he was doing it.



    



    The thought was enough to tie his mind into knots.



    



    The feeling lasted just a moment, but it was enough to mess with Eldmir’s thoughts. Countless ideas and emotions flashed through his mind like lightning.



    



    Why was he feeling like this? What was this nagging thought that wouldn’t let him be?



    



    Shoving aside the confusing emotions, Eldmir took a deep breath.



    



    “Let’s go. If we’re going to help, we need to heal that warrior first.”



    



    Eldmir waited for Esiria to go ahead. Not only was he not fluent in the beastfolk’s language, but he also felt awkward trying to talk to someone he’d just been debating whether to kill.



    



    It was a reminder to himself that, for all his experience, he was still soft in some ways.



    



    And in the end, that’s just how this world is.



    



    You never know when you might have to kill someone, or when it might be your own end.



    



    Even back when this world was just a game, Eldmir had faced countless deaths. He knew he had to be prepared.



    



    Sensing Eldmir and Esiria approaching, the beastfolk tensed, baring claws and fangs, tails puffed up, and throaty growls escaping from them.



    



    Even the injured wolf warrior forced himself up, his tail stiff in a display of defiance.



    



    To show they meant no harm, Esiria raised her hands.



    



    “We’re not your enemies, children of Kelga.”



    



    Kelga was the god of the beastfolk, the first beast himself.



    



    “Think they understand the Common Tongue?” Eldmir muttered quietly to Esiria.



    



    “We’re beastfolk, not animals, elf.”



    



    “Whoa.”



    



    To his surprise, the wolf warrior himself responded, leaving Eldmir in shock.



    



    The warrior’s voice was weak and broken, taking breaths between syllables. But that wasn’t the only surprise—the warrior had replied in Elvish.



    



    A wolf beastfolk who knew Elvish? Now, that was rare. Eldmir’s face tightened for a moment before he bowed his head respectfully.



    



    “My apologies, wolf warrior. I meant no offense.” He used the Common Tongue this time, his tone careful and polite.



    



    The wolf warrior looked back at him, eyes wide, clearly surprised by Eldmir’s respectful apology.



    



    Even the young catfolk girls who had been so on edge seemed astonished.



    



    After a moment, the wolf warrior gave a slow nod, though he seemed barely strong enough to breathe.



    



    Seeing him in that state Eldmir felt uneasy.



    



    Just a moment ago, he’d been ready to kill these defenseless people without a second thought.



    



    “As long as you follow the forest’s customs, we’ll welcome you as guests,” Esiria said warmly.



    



    The catfolk girls exchanged glances, clearly unsure what to make of this.



    



    They eventually looked back at the wolf warrior with anxious, questioning eyes, their matching movements enough to make Eldmir nearly smile.



    



    “What… is your goal?” the wolf warrior managed to say, his words weakened.



    



    Esiria slowly lifted her hand. “Atir.”



    



    “Oh, great, this isn’t exactly my specialty,”



    



    Artir muttered, but meanwhile, he began to summon his magic, gathering energy within himself.



    



    As his power blazed, a fiery light sparked, then shot toward the wolf warrior.



    



    The flames enveloped him for a moment before seeping into his body.



    



    The catfolk girls looked horrified, one even pointing her claws and rushing at Esiria, assuming it was an attack.



    



    “Calm down, kitten.”



    



    The young girl could barely have been ten years old. Her clumsy attack was easy for Eldmir to intercept, holding her small wrist to stop her.



    



    Despite her size, the girl was surprisingly strong, giving him a brief moment of surprise.



    



    For a child, she had an impressive strength—still, it wasn’t nearly enough to worry him.



    



    “Look, kid. We’re not attacking your guardian.”



    



    Where the flames had touched, they now glowed softly, burning steadily but gently.



    



    These weren’t ordinary flames, but the mystical flames of a spirit—able to burn only what they chose, even if that thing were an abstract concept.



    



    Right now, those flames were burning away the feeling of “wounds” from the wolf warrior.



    



    Not by cauterizing the injuries in some crude way, but by erasing the very idea of them from existence.



    



    “Mew?”



    



    Seeing the effect, the catfolk girl blinked in surprise. Eldmir felt her tense muscles loosen and gently let go of her wrist, watching her going back to her guardian’s side.



    



    “Think you can fully heal him, mother?” Eldmir asked.



    



    “Not completely. His injuries are severe. Even with the flames, there will be lasting effects,”



    



    Esiria replied.



    



    Well, that was to be expected. The healing flames weren’t a miracle cure.



    



    “We’re not here to harm you,” Esiria said, as the wolf warrior’s breathing began to calm.



    



    “I accept… your kindness,” he replied, his voice gradually regaining strength.



    



    The catfolk girls around him immediately strated to chatter, their eyes wide, and their words filled with us expectation.



    



    They were speaking in beastfolk tongue, and Eldmir could only catch bits and pieces.



    



    The wolf warrior listened calmly before responding in beastfolk tongue himself, his tone clear but soft, enough to leave the girls speechless.



    



    Thinking he’d managed to reassure them, Eldmir spoke up.



    



    “You’ll need our help to get through this forest.”



    



    “And why should we trust you?”



    



    The catfolk girl who seemed the oldest stepped forward and spoke. She looked to be in her mid-teens, a bit older than the others.



    



    “This is the elves' forest, and you are merely travelers passing through. As long as the forest permits, you are guests here, and we are obligated to welcome guests. That’s why we’ve come, and we mean you no harm.”



    



    Esiria’s voice was calm, but there was a warmth in her tone that only she could bring.



    



    Her mysterious, gentle words left the catfolk girl looking a bit puzzled, her suspicion gradually fading.



    



    Watching her expression soften, Eldmir asked a question that had suddenly crossed his mind.



    



    “You’re running from goblins, aren’t you? So how likely do you think it is that those goblins might have followed you into this forest?”



    



    From his previous life’s experience, Eldmir knew there was a decent chance the goblins could follow them into the elven forest.



    



    If goblins dared to spill blood here, it'd mean they are inviting devastating revenge from the elves, that will end up them wishing for death.



    



    But, then again, most golbins were thick-headed fools.



    



    He’d learned this firsthand when he’d played as a goblin. Unless he was absolutely ready for an all-out battle or was simply scouting, he’d never wander into an elven forest.



    



    Even then, he’d usually sneak in alone, making sure he wouldn’t get caught.



    



    If he did, well, death was pretty much guaranteed.



    



    He recalled the memories s when hot-blooded young goblins had almost entered into elven territory, and as a player, he’d had to take them down.



    



    Which meant the goblins now might have some among them who couldn’t control their wild impulses, just as back then.



    



    In other words, most goblins—unless they were tribal elders—were total idiots.
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    "We don’t know either. We were just running to survive..."



    



    Beastfolk are unmatched when it comes to escaping or chasing, thanks to their sharp animal characteristics and sense of smell.



    



    They're exceptional hunters and runners.



    



    The only reason Eldmir managed to catch up to them so easily was partly due to his own superhuman senses, but mostly because this was the elves’ forest.



    



    When they claimed they didn’t know anything, it wasn’t just ignorance—it was also a sign they didn’t trust Eldmir and his group yet.



    



    Eldmir understood and simply nodded. Considering they hadn’t even noticed his group approaching so closely in the elves' forest, they might genuinely not know.



    



    "So, if we’re your guests, what’s in it for us?"



    



    The kitten beast girl spoke boldly, still cautious. Her attitude fascinated Eldmir.



    



    He didn’t know much about beastfolk. Were they all this bold?



    



    "We can escort you safely to wherever you’re trying to go. At least, as long as you're guests in this forest."



    



    "Escort us?"



    



    "There’s no need to stay on edge. If we wanted to harm you, we would’ve done it already. It wouldn’t be hard."



    



    At that, the girl showed her claws again. Realizing he’d made things worse, Eldmir scratched the back of his head awkwardly and turned to Esiria.



    



    "Mother, isn’t this the part where they’re supposed to calm down?"



    



    "My son, just keep quiet."



    



    "Right."



    



    Esiria stepped forward, speaking in a warm, reassuring tone.



    



    "We’re not here to harm you."



    



    “Hmph! Even if we look like this, we could handle a couple of pointy-eared elfs…”



    



    "Kerith."



    



    Before the kitten girl could finish, the wolf beastman warrior stopped her to say any words further.



    



    The girl, called Kerith, glared at Esiria and Eldmir for a long moment before unwillingly stepping back.



    



    The wolf beastman placed a firm hand on her shoulder and gave a slight bow.



    



    "My apologies. Please excuse the nonsense of the younger ones."



    



    "Teia!"



    



    "Quiet, Kerith. This isn’t our territory—it’s theirs."



    



    Kerith locked her mouth shut, frustration was visible on her face.



    



    Seeing her like that, a few of the girls beside her nervously grabbed her hand. Kerith bit her lip as she glanced at them, as if rethinking her actions.



    



    "As I said, as long as you respect the rules of the forest, we will treat you as guests. Teia, was it your name, right? My name is Esiria Arhitea, guardian of this forest and a child of El Rdarel. Right now, I’m also the protector assigned to guide you through this forest."



    



    "We don’t need guidance. Just leave us alone, and we’ll be on our way," Teia replied straightforwardly.



    



    Esiria gave a bitter smile. "That’s not an option."



    



    "...What do you mean?"



    



    Esiria spread her arms wide. "It seems you don’t fully understand what it means to be in the elves’ forest. Teia, the elves’ forest isn’t just a place where elves live. It’s so much more than that."



    



    As soon as she finished speaking—



    



    "I thought I caught a smell of beasts. Turns out it’s wolves and cats."



    



    It happened so suddenly.



    



    "And the cats are just cubs. But wolves and cats together? That’s an odd mix."



    



    It was as natural as if it had always been part of the forest.



    



    "Doesn’t matter what they are. Outsiders aren’t welcome here. As protectors, it’s our duty to act."



    



    It was simply the way things worked in the elves’ forest.



    



    "What?!"



    



    Teia’s shock was audible as Esiria shouted,



    



    "Brothers!"



    



    From the forest, from behind the trees, elves appeared like shadows. When Esiria called them.



    



    "These people are not outsiders; they are our guests. Do you intend to oppress those who respect the rules of the forest with force?"



    



    Three protectors in hoods, their faces were hidden, stared at Esiria. They were from another village, unfamiliar even to Eldmir.



    



    One of them stepped forward. "You’re Esiria, the protector of Le Rueal, aren’t you?"



    



    "That’s right. And judging by your voice, you’re Istain."



    



    It seemed they recognized each other. The shadowy figure, Istain, nodded slightly.



    



    "Those people are our prey, Esiria. Why are you calling them guests?"



    



    "Prey? That’s not true. Surely you’re not claiming that the wounds on that wolf warrior’s body were inflicted by elves, are you?"



    



    Istain and the other elves glanced at Teia’s wounds.



    



    "Those wounds aren’t ours. And it’s not us chasing those beasts either."



    



    "Then..."



    



    "Stay quiet, Kerith. This isn’t our territory—it’s theirs."



    



    "Even if we’re not the ones chasing them, that doesn’t mean they aren’t our enemies," Istain said, pointing at Teia.



    



    "That wolf warrior over there. He’s the one who sank his filthy claws into the necks of three of our protectors. Just because someone else was chasing them doesn’t mean we should let them go."



    



    His voice was laced with subtle hatred and disgust.



    



    At that, the three protectors simultaneously held their bows.



    



    "Whatever their situation is, they dared to set foot in our forest. As protectors, it’s our duty to fulfill our mission. You say they’re guests respecting the forest’s rules?"



    



    Even with his face hidden under the hood, Istain’s gaze on Teia was visible.



    



    "They’ve always been our enemies. They can’t be our guests."



    



    He then turned his attention to Esiria.



    



    "Or is it that a protector who’s grown soft in peacetime can’t even grasp such basic truths?"



    



    "How dare you...!"



    



    Eldmir was about to burst out in anger, but Esiria stopped him with a gesture.



    



    Istain glanced at Eldmir, chuckling quietly.



    



    Eldmir knew exactly what that sign meant, but seeing Esiria’s calm expressions, he managed to suppress his anger.



    



    Politely Esiria said “what a funny cjoice of words”



    



    "'How dare you,' you say? Funny choice of words. If anyone here should be hearing that, it’s them, not us."



    



    This time, Istain’s tone was emotionless, less filled with the hatred from moments ago.



    



    It was the cold, detached voice of someone who had lived as a protector for centuries, doing nothing but fulfilling their duty.



    



    Eldemir sighed in irritation. He really didn’t want to step in here.



    



    Istain drew his bowstring, aiming an arrow straight at Teia’s heart. The wolf warrior and the kitten girls showed their fangs together, ready to attack.



    



    Just before the situation exploded, Eldmir suddenly stepped between them.



    



    "Wait, brothers."



    



    He pointed at Teia, then looked at Istain.



    



    "You might’ve seen this one before, but you’ve never seen the kids, have you?"



    



    "...And who are you, anyway? You’re just a young elf who hasn’t even had his coming-of-age ceremony yet. This is no time for—"



    



    "Apologies, brothers of the forest, for my intruption ," Eldemir interrupted and smiled.



    



    But the smile wasn’t warm—it carried a sharp, dangerous edge.



    



    "But just as I respect you, I’d appreciate it if you didn’t treat me like a clueless child."



    



    Despite his polite tone, there was an angry intensity to him, like that of a wild beast.



    



    Istain instinctively took a step back.



    



    Even Teia, standing behind Eldmir, could feel the weight of his presence.



    



    "...No, I haven’t seen them before," Istain finally admitted.



    



    "Exactly."



    



    "But what difference does it make?



    



    Young elf, those people are outsiders in our forest, and as protectors, it’s our duty to protect the forest from them."



    



    "No, it’s not the same," Eldmir said, pointing to the kitten girls.



    



    "By your logic, at least those kids aren’t our enemies."



    



    "...What nonsense are you spouting now?"



    



    Istain’s frustration was evident, but Eldmir swallowed hard.



    



    He’d jumped into this situation without much thought, and this was his first encounter with elves from another village.



    



    Finding himself in a direct conversation with them was... Not that usual



    



    Communicating with strangers for the first time, and it had to be a confrontation. Eldmir thought to himself that he’d honestly prefer a fight.



    



    This kind of argument felt painfully awkward.



    



    He tensed up a little, but now wasn’t the time to let his nerves get to him.



    



    Taking a deep breath, Eldmir focused on the idea he’d just come up with moments ago.



    



    A fleeting thought had to be turned into something concrete, something he could put into words. He had to keep up the act.



    



    Relax. Straighten up. Speak with confidence.



    



    “That warrior, yes, he’s been your enemy from the start. I won’t deny that. If he’s always been your enemy, then, of course, he can’t ever be considered your guest.”



    



    From behind, he heard the kitten girls trembling with unease. Eldmir silently tried to reassure them.



    



    It’s okay. You’re okay. We’ll be okay.



    



    “But those kids?” He gestured toward the kitten girls.



    



    “…What about them?”



    



    “You said you’ve never seen them before. So, naturally, you’ve never fought them either. They aren’t your enemies yet, are they?”



    



    The girls must’ve come from another village and ended up here by accident—only to be attacked by goblins.



    



    “Don’t they still qualify as guests?”



    



    Of course, it was nonsense. Not logic, not reasoning, just a desperate attempt at finding a loophole.



    



    But still, Eldmir gripped his bow.



    



    “Just as it’s the protector’s duty to protect the forest from enemies, isn’t it also our duty to protect guests who respect its laws?”



    



    “…I don’t understand your point.”



    



    Istain pulled back his hood, revealing long, golden hair and a sharply handsome face with furrowed brows.



    



    “Young elf, are you defending our enemies? Are you turning your back on your own people for them?”



    



    “Oh, don’t be so dramatic. When did I say I was opposing you? All I’m saying is we should distinguish between enemies and guests.”



    



    “…I truly can’t understand your thoughts.”



    



    Neither can I. Why am I doing this? Eldmir grumbled inwardly.



    



    “So, according to you, we let the girls live and hunt down the wolf warrior instead?”



    



    It was a harsh compromise, and it put the wolf warrior’s life on the risk. But Eldmir nodded.



    



    Saving at least some of them was better than nothing. He couldn’t completely turn his back on his people either.



    



    This was the best middle ground he could find. It didn’t sit right with him, but he didn’t have a choice.



    



    “That’s right.”



    



    “Bullshit!”



    



    A sharp voice rang out.



    



    “You’re not handing Teia over to anyone! You want us to sell out one of our own?”



    



    It was Kerith, shouting with unrestrained anger.



    



    “Try it, I dare you! If you think you can mess with beastfolk—”



    



    “Kerith!”



    



    Teia’s voice cut through hers like a thunderclap, echoing in the tense air. Kerith flinched, her ears and tail drooping.



    



    She glanced up at Teia cautiously, his stern expression silencing her completely.



    



    “This isn’t your fight,” Teia said firmly.



    



    “But… but, Teia…”



    



    “If it ends with my life, that’s a small price to pay. Remember this, Kerith. Your lives come first. That’s my priority.”



    



    Kerith’s eyes filled with tears, but Teia ignored her, turning his attention to Eldmir.



    



    “If my life is all it takes, is that enough?”



    



    Something stirred in Eldmir’s chest at those words. His throat tightened for a moment, and he struggled to speak.



    



    But then he pulled himself together.



    



    “…If the other protectors agree to it.”



    



    He clenched his fists.



    



    “Brothers of the forest, can we accept this?



    The children bear no responsibility. Our only enemy here is the wolf warrior.”



    



    “I really can’t understand you.”



    



    Istain pinched the bridge of his nose in frustration.



    



    “Young elf, they’re beastfolk. They’re not worthy of your respect. Whatever’s stirring in your heart, let me remind you—these people will become our enemies eventually. Whether they’re children or not, it doesn’t change what they’ll grow into.”



    



    Hearing Istain say this, Eldemir couldn’t help but laugh bitterly.



    



    “That’s exactly what I used to think…”



    



    He glanced at Esiria, remembering the chaotic tangle of thoughts he’d been sorting through moments ago.



    



    What had changed his mind? Why had his perspective shifted?



    



    He kept thinking. Why, what, and how?



    



    Then it came to him. The First Age. The golden era when all races coexisted in harmony—a time he couldn’t even begin to imagine.



    



    The wars that followed, tearing the world apart as races spilled blood trying to unify. The near-destruction of the elves.



    



    And the tentative peace with the beastfolk that came after.



    



    Ah, of course.



    



    As soon as he found his answer, the swirling thoughts in his mind settled, and everything became clear.



    



    It wasn’t anything grand. Just a dream.



    



    An arrogant, idealistic notion that didn’t suit someone like him—a gamer, a recluse.



    



    But at the same time, he couldn’t think of anything more fitting for someone like him.



    



    The realization made him smile, his heart lighter.



    



    “To dream of the First Age… I’m not the only one, am I?” he said softly, smiling.
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    Despite all his talk about the "First Age," Eldmir had his own goals.



    



    That mythical era? It didn’t mean much to him. What he was really after was something else entirely.



    



    The game was heading towards a racial conflict. So, making small moves now would help the elves later.



    



    He was preparing for the war. Building some kind of relationship with the beastfolk.



    



    At the very least, avoiding outright hostility. Normally, it would’ve been impossible, but if those kids really were royalty among the beastfolk, maybe there was a chance.



    



    And this was something only someone like him—a former player—could pull off.



    



    That was the answer Eldmir had come to. A conclusion born from his desire to preserve the elven race.



    



    Yes, somewhere along the way, he’d realized just how much he’d come to love the elves as a people.



    



    “…Hmph.”



    



    The mention of the First Age seemed to have made Istain hesitate. As an elf himself, he probably had his own blurry dreams of that era.



    



    “Brother, I hope you can understand. I used to think the same way you do. But my perspective… it’s changed.”



    



    “...”



    



    Istain stayed silent. His furrowed brow made it clear he had plenty to say, but it looked like he was struggling to decide where to start.



    



    Seeing this, one of the other elves stepped in, clearly frustrated.



    



    “Istain, are you really going to listen to this child?”



    



    It was an elf with his hood pulled low, his voice dripping with discontent.



    



    “We don’t have much choice, Ervan. This young brother and Esiria seem set on their position. And we can’t just turn our backs on our tribe, can we?”



    



    “This is ridiculous. Why are we bending over backward for those animals?”



    



    “Hey, brother,” Eldemir cut in with a frown, showing his teeth.



    



    “If you’ve got so much to say, why don’t you say it to my face instead of complaining like a kid?”



    



    “…What did you just say?”



    



    Ervan’s hooded figure visibly irritated, clearly taken aback. Eldmir, on the other hand, felt an odd sense of amusement.



    



    The elves in his village had never once shown anger like this.



    



    Seeing an elf actually lose their temper? It wasn’t scary—it was… fascinating.



    



    Encouraged by curiosity, Eldmir decided to keep pushing.



    



    Somewhere along the way, his initial nervousness had completely vanished, replaced by a strange sense of ease.



    



    “Brother, why so childish? Look, you have your duties, and I have mine. Right now, our paths are crossing a bit, sure. But if we all just compromise a little, we can resolve this peacefully. It’s simple, isn’t it? You fulfill your duty, we fulfill ours, and that’s that.”



    



    Apparently, that struck a nerve. Ervan stepped forward from behind Istain, pointing a finger toward Eldmir’s face.



    



    “You’ve got some nerve, kid. We’ve lived for centuries as the protectors of this forest. Centuries! Putting our lives at risk! For our people, for the forest! Do you understand that? Centuries!”



    



    His breathing was heavy, his anger still burning.



    



    “And what do you have to show for it, huh? You haven’t even undergone your coming-of-age ceremony. What kind of duty or responsibility could someone like you possibly have? Have you ever risked your life in battle? Ever upheld the sacred oath of the forest? No? Then stay out of this, little brother. You know nothing.”



    



    “…”



    



    “Enough, Ervan. He’s just a kid, like you said. No need to get so worked up,” Istain said, stepping in to calm things down.



    



    Ervan took a deep breath, trying to control his anger.



    



    “Yeah. I need to cool off.”



    



    Watching Ervan pull himself together, Eldmir felt frustrated.



    



    He didn’t show it, but inside, he was embarrassed. He’d been running his mouth, getting ahead of his limits, and now he’d been challenged.



    



    Honestly, he hadn’t expected to get challenged—especially by another elf. It was his own fault for spouting off like that without thinking.



    



    He’d been so relaxed that even his attitude had become careless. Eldmir took a breath and apologized.



    



    “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to disrespect any of you.”



    



    Ervan had been right. Eldemir wasn’t a protector. He’d never fought in a war or experienced the weight of centuries spent protecting the forest.



    



    And honestly? He’d never even tried to understand.



    



    Because before he was an elf, he’d been a human—a reincarnated soul who’d spent 30 years in another life.



    



    How could he possibly understand what it meant to live for centuries, carrying the duty and commitment that these protector elves upheld?



    



    He couldn’t. He didn’t know their oaths or the burden of their endless years.



    



    But still, he’d spoken too lightly, ignorant of their beliefs.



    



    Hearing his apology, Ervan shot Eldmir a hard glare before clicking his tongue and looking away.



    



    At that moment, the last elf, who’d been silently watching until now, finally spoke.



    



    “So… instead of arguing in circles, how about we settle this?



    



    What do we do, friends? Should we respect these ‘guests’ our young friends are defending so eagerly?”



    



    “That’s obviously—”



    



    “It’s not that simple, Ervan.”



    



    Istain cut him off before he could shout.



    



    “This could result in a problem between villages. It’s better to negotiate and find a reliable solution here.”



    



    “Negotiate? Why should we bend over backward for their opinions?” Ervan snapped.



    



    “That’s easy enough,” Eldmir interjected.



    



    Ervan glared at him fiercely, but Eldemir just shrugged it off and kept going.



    



    “You won’t back down, and neither will we. If you’re really set on fulfilling your duty toward those beastfolk girls, then you’ll have to go through me first.”



    



    “…What?”



    



    A heavy silence settled over the group. Eldmir, for his part, felt strangely resigned.



    



    His initial plan to quietly let Esiria handle everything had long since fallen apart.



    



    Now, he’d decided he would save those beastfolk girls—no matter what. He was ready to go all in.



    



    “You asked if I’d ever risked my life in battle.”



    



    Eldmir smiled. It wasn’t the carefree frown from earlier. This time, it was sharp—almost predatory.



    



    That smile carried the weight of someone who’d lived through a harsh and bitter life.



    



    He wasn’t just an elf.



    



    He was someone who’d been thrown into this world, into this game-like reality, and had fought tooth and nail to survive.



    



    This world might’ve started as a game, but it had become something real. And survival here was not that easy.



    



    During the game’s unique childhood tutorial phase, players couldn’t rely on any systems—no saves, no status windows, nothing.



    



    Players had to push their characters to their limits, or else end up with a useless mess of a build.



    



    The choices made in childhood determined everything: stats, skills, even class options after the coming-of-age ceremony.



    



    So when Ervan asked that question…



    



    “Have I? Oh, plenty.”



    



    “…You…”



    



    “Sure, I don’t know what it’s like to live for centuries as you have. I can’t possibly understand the weight of your duty. I haven’t even had my coming-of-age ceremony yet, so what could I know?”



    



    But even so, Eldemir didn’t back down.



    



    He met Ervan’s gaze head-on, his resolve burning brighter than ever.



    



    “And because I don’t know, I respect your commitment. You can’t just stand by as protectors, and I get that. But just as you have your duty, we have ours. So let’s skip all this back-and-forth and settle things in a way we can all accept. Something… straightforward.”



    



    Eldmir pulled out his bow.



    



    Deliberately, slowly, as if daring them to stop him.



    



    All eyes were on the bow as he nocked an arrow.



    



    “Let’s have a duel.”



    



    “Er…”



    



    “Just trust me, Mother. For once.”



    



    Esiria tried to stop him, her voice filled with worry, but Eldemir didn’t even glance at her.



    



    His focus remained solely on the three elves in front of him.



    



    ―You sure you can handle this, you little rebel?



    



    A familiar voice whispered close—Ather had crept up at some point.



    



    Eldemir didn’t answer him. Instead, he spoke to the elves.



    



    “There’s no other way. If we keep arguing like this, nothing will get resolved. Meanwhile, those beastfolk will die. So let’s cut the pointless chatter and decide things the quick way.”



    



    “You… are you even really an elf?” Ervan asked, looking completely frustrated.



    



    This was the phrase Eldmir had heard most often from the villagers throughout his life.



    



    He bared his teeth in a frown and dropped the polite tone, switching to his usual casual and cheeky manner.



    



    “Then what do I look like, huh? You little punk.”



    



    The bowstring in his hand snapped.



    



    The three Sentinels were visibly shocked. They hadn’t expected him to actually shoot.



    



    Whoosh!



    



    In that instant, the wind seemed to guide the arrow’s path.



    



    ―Oh-ho!



    



    Ather let out an impressed sound.



    



    But it wasn’t the spirits guiding the arrow. It wasn’t some mystical connection to the forest, either.



    



    It was purely Eldmir’s will. His determination to control the arrow moved the wind itself.



    



    This was no ordinary display of archery; it was a skill that transcended into the realm of the extraordinary, something only those who had dipped their toes into the mysterious could achieve.



    



    Thwack! Thwack! Thwack!



    



    One arrow, but the sound of impact rang out three times.



    



    “What the—?”



    



    “This is…!”



    



    The three protectors cried out in shock.



    



    Before they could even blink, the arrow had pierced each of their clothing in different spots—only to return back to Eldmir.



    



    One had their cloak pierced, another had the edge of their tunic torn, and the third had the arrow graze their side.



    



    It all happened so fast that the seasoned protectors, with centuries of experience, didn’t even realize what had happened until they felt the holes in their clothes.



    



    Cold sweat ran down their backs as the realization sank in.



    



    “I told you, didn’t I?”



    



    This moment solidified Eldmir’s confidence in himself as a player.



    



    It was his proof—proof that he had the strength to stand toe-to-toe with the unwavering beliefs these protectors had cultivated over centuries.



    



    It was all thanks to a skill.



    



    In Omega World, the tutorial phase stripped players of any system aids—no status screens, no inventory, nothing.



    



    And yet, Eldemir had mastered a skill during that time, through absolute effort.



    



    He didn’t gain it through a class change or system upgrade. It was his own achievement, earned by striving in the harshest conditions.



    



    Learning a skill as a child was extraordinary, even in the game’s history. It was an incredible accomplishment—one that filled Eldemir with pride.



    



    “See? I told you not to underestimate me.”



    



    Eldmir shrugged and casually knocked another arrow.



    



    The three Sentinels tensed and began drawing their own bows in response.



    



    “Eldmir.”



    



    Esiria’s voice was filled with anxiety as she called his name, but he ignored her.



    



    “That was just a warning, brothers. I may be young, but I’m not weaker than any of you. Even if the three of you combined your strength, it wouldn’t change anything.”



    



    He slowly drew his bowstring again, deliberately emphasizing each movement.



    



    “So, this is your last chance.”



    



    With the bow fully drawn, Eldemir’s voice carried the weight of his manipulation.



    



    “I think my suggestion is the most reasonable solution. Don’t you agree?”



    



    “…”



    



    Ervan, and even Istain, were at a loss for words. They just stared at Eldmir in stunned silence.



    



    Finally, after what felt like an eternity, Ervan scowled and turned to Esiria.



    



    “Damn it… Esiria! Do something about your son! Do you even understand what it means for elves to point their bows at one another?!”



    



    El Lur’ offspring, huh?



    



    Eldmir let out a mocking snort at the insult.



    



    The ancestor god of the Dark Elves? Really? Me?



    



    If they’d compared me to Ka’Faran, the goblin god, at least that would’ve made more sense.



    



    “Mother, don’t answer him. Just trust me—trust your son.”



    



    “Young elf!” Ervan roared.



    



    “Even if you help those four beastfolk girls, what’s the point? Do you really think saving them will bring harmony between our kind and theirs? It’s all a fantasy! Wake up! You’re risking our unity over some wild animals!”



    



    He made a solid argument.



    



    But Eldmir still didn’t lower his bow.



    



    “That’s not something you need to concern yourselves with.”



    



    “You little—”



    



    Ervan started to shout again, but Istain placed a hand on his shoulder, stopping him.



    



    “Leave it, Ervan.”



    



    “Istain!”



    



    But Istain just shook his head.



    



    “The young one is right.”



    



    His gaze shifted to Eldmir.



    



    “Just as we carry the weight of our duty, so too do they. If we reduce everything to violence, then we’re no better than savages. That’s not who we are.”



    



    “…”



    



    Ervan clenched his teeth, unable to argue against Istain’s calm reasoning.



    



    He opened his mouth, then shut it again, repeating the motion several times before finally falling silent.



    



    Seeing this, Istain nodded and turned back to Eldemir.



    



    “I’ll acknowledge it. You and your companions are following the spirit of the forest. And if that’s the case, then there’s no reason for us to be at odds.”



    



    Eldmir’s eyes flickered with surprise. Slowly, he released the tension on his bowstring and spoke.



    



    “So…”



    



    “Yes.”



    



    Istain nodded firmly.



    



    “We’ll follow your lead, young elf.”
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    “Damn, that was intense.”



    



    Eldmir tried to calm his still-racing heart.



    



    He had faced battles with other species countless times, but he never imagined he’d end up pointing his bow at one of his own kind.



    



    He couldn’t help but think, What would happen if I really fought a fellow elf?



    



    If I committed a crime and got exiled from the forest… then what?



    



    In that brief moment, a flood of thoughts had crossed his mind—from there’s no way I’d actually get exiled for this to But what if I really did?



    



    Thankfully, it ended well. If those guys had decided to escalate, Eldmir would have committed an undeniable crime, resulting in exile or not.



    



    The forest's teachings strictly forbade killing one's own species.



    



    Wait a minute… didn’t the elders say something about fights being okay as long as there’s no loss of life?



    



    He unclearly recalled them, even encouraging debating matches.



    



    Shaking off his wandering thoughts, Eldmir focused back on the situation at hand.



    



    “Thank you for accepting my proposal,” he said.



    



    “…No, we should be thanking you for yielding,” Istain replied.



    



    From Eldmir’s earlier display of skill, Istain had realized just how strong the young elf was.



    



    Even if the three of them had attacked together, he wasn’t confident they could take him down.



    



    Eldmir, an incredible figure, had chosen to handle things diplomatically and even offered a reasonable solution.



    



    Insisting otherwise would’ve been more stubbornness than pride.



    



    “Erya…”



    



    Esiria, who hadn’t expected Istain and his group to back down, looked at her child with wide eyes.



    



    Her son—her son—had managed to resolve this.



    



    She felt a wave of pride.



    



    The boy she’d raised, who was once quick-tempered and foul-mouthed, now stood before strangers, resolving conflicts with words instead of fighting.



    



    Compared to his usual attitude in the village, this was practically respectful behavior. Tears welled up in her eyes as she watched her son’s growth.



    



    “Wait, Mom, why are you crying? Things turned out fine. You told me to trust myself, didn’t you? Were you doubting me?”



    



    Would you have trusted yourself in my position?



    



    Atir, who was mentally linked to Esiria, chuckled as he replayed the mother’s endless worries in his mind.



    



    Let her cry. It’s worth it. Now, finish your conversation.



    



    “…Goddammit.”



    



    Eldmir muttered a silent curse and looked back at Istain. His sour expression made Istain tilt his head in confusion.



    



    “What’s wrong?”



    



    “…Nothing. Anyway, it’s a relief things were resolved peacefully.”



    



    Peacefully.



    



    The word tasted bitter as it left his mouth.



    



    Sure, it was peaceful… from the elves’ perspective.



    



    He glanced at the beastfolk girls.



    



    Even now, they were whispering to Teia, urging her to use the opportunity to escape—or worse, to wait for a chance to kill all of them.



    



    Yeah, maybe it was “peaceful” for them.



    



    But for the beastfolk, this must feel like nothing more than the oppressive demands of their oppressors, deciding their fates on an urge.



    



    “What’s your name?”



    



    Eldmir snapped out of his thoughts, returning his attention to the question.



    



    After taking a moment to process, he replied calmly, “Eldmir Arhithea of Le Rueil.”



    



    Istain extended a hand to him.



    



    “I am Istain Atugate, protector of El Rienne, and I offer my respects to the spirit of your forest.”



    



    Eldmir hesitated for a moment but firmly shook his hand. Istain spoke in a low but strong voice, his tone serious.



    



    “However, Eldmir Arhithea, just as you have the duty to guide guests, we also have the responsibility to remove threats from the forest. The beastfolk are a danger simply by existing. So, I must ask one last time—are those beastfolk really your guests?”



    



    At Istain’s question, Eldmir glanced at Teia.



    



    She noticed and looked up from the girls to meet his gaze. Still alert, she knew exactly what his look meant. He gave a small nod.



    



    “…None of my guests should be enemies of the elves. So, I can say this with certainty: the beastfolk are indeed my guests.”



    



    The meaning behind his words was clear: only the beastfolk were his guests, and anyone else was not.



    



    The protectors, and the beastfolk, understood this perfectly.



    



    “Teia…!”



    



    The beastfolk girls cried out and clung to her feet, tears flowing.



    



    Teia gently put a hand on each of their shoulders, soothing them.



    



    “You’ll be fine without me… As much as I hate to admit it, that elf will definitely be helpful in this forest.”



    



    Teia briefly glanced at Eldmir. He nodded calmly, but internally, he was conflicted.



    



    He had sent Atir to save them, but now it felt like he was pushing them toward death.



    



    It was an unwanted sacrifice, but he forced himself to suppress the guilty feelings, telling himself it was necessary.



    



    The beastfolk girls kept clinging to Teia, but she gently pulled away, sensing that the time had come.



    



    “Istain.”



    



    Suddenly, Eldmir spoke. He opened his mouth, as if about to say something, but then closed it again.



    



    “…Never mind.”



    



    “Alright.”



    



    Istain, along with the other protectors, slowly moved forward, past Eldmir and Esiria, until they stood before the wolf warrior.



    



    Teia stepped toward them.



    



    The wolf warrior, still limping from his unhealed wounds, approached them with slow, deliberate steps.



    



    His tattered, bloodied body showed the signs of a difficult path he'd been thorough, but his eyes remained defiant.



    



    He was a warrior, and even in the face of death, he stood tall.



    



    Standing before the three protectors who would bring his death, the warrior spoke.



    



    “I… I alone am your enemy.”



    



    This was his final declaration: don’t harm the beastfolk girls, and he would die as a warrior, proud and unbowed.



    



    “A beast barking.”



    



    Erban muttered, clearly irritated. By now, he was holding the bow Eldmir had broken, which had been repaired with ease—something every elf could do with the weak magic of the forest.



    



    The other protectors did the same.



    



    Seeing this, Teia growled softly.



    



    Her eyes burned with a blue, fiery intensity.



    



    “I am the child of Kelga, the protector of Kelban, Teia Drakga. I am a warrior awaiting the call of my soul to join Kelga. And as your enemy, I will meet my end proudly. My appearance may be disheveled, but my fangs are still sharp, and I’ll drive them into your throats…I can already taste the blood.”



    



    Teia licked her lips as if savoring the taste of blood, her eyes gleaming like a beast ready to strike.



    



    The protectors felt a chill, instinctively sharpening their senses.



    



    A beast facing death is stronger than ever.



    



    “Teia.”



    



    Eldmir unknowingly called out the name.



    



    He knew it wasn’t the right time, but for some reason, he felt like he had to say it.



    



    At his call, Teia briefly turned her gaze toward him.



    



    Blue flames burned brightly in her eyes.



    



    “…Aren’t you afraid of death?”



    



    Teia let out a small chuckle.



    



    “The children of Kelga believe that death is just a means to return to the homeland prepared for warriors—eternal battle, infinite pleasure. For us, death is just a step toward ascension, not the end.”



    



    A heaven that comes after death.



    



    It sounded like an overly positive view of the afterlife. Eldmir thought it was too brutal and cruel.



    



    Yet, he couldn’t bring himself to belittle her way of thinking.



    



    He simply shook his head.



    



    Could there really be a heaven where one could go after killing others?



    



    “There’s no heaven for murderers, warrior.”



    



    At Eldmir’s muttering, Teia silently stared straight ahead.



    



    What was she looking at?



    



    Her eyes weren’t on the protectors. She was staring at something beyond, somewhere far ahead.



    



    The protectors’ arrows began to knock.



    Death aimed at her head, neck, and heart.



    



    “Well, whether it’s hell or heaven, there’s a place for me in Kelga’s embrace. What’s important is that Kelga will always prepare a fitting place for his warriors...”



    



    Teia showed her teeth, and her ears and tail began to puff up. A sudden transformation started in her body.



    



    Her hair grew out, flaring up like a wig, flowing down her back to her tail.



    



    Her muscles swelled, and her hands changed into those of a beast. Her true half-beast form began to reveal itself.



    



    “Kelga does not call cowards warriors.”



    



    The beast’s roar echoed through the forest.



    



    At the same time, three arrows were shot.



    



    The warrior leapt with a speed that made his limp seem insignificant, and the protectors responded with even faster movements, countering the beast’s actions.



    



    Soon, the protectors surrounded the beast, circling around the forest like a dance. The arrows continued to fly.



    



    One by one, arrows sank into the beast’s body, and the wounded beast let out a pained roar.



    



    That’s when Eldmir heard the girls sobbing.



    



    Even though their vision was blurred with tears, they kept their eyes locked on the beast’s dying.



    



    It was as if they were determined to engrave its death into their memories, never once looking away.



    



    “…This is what battle breeds.”



    



    It was the style of play he had always admired. He had enjoyed orcs, immersed himself in the savage ways of brutals, and been inspired by the wolf-men.



    



    Those were old times, though.



    



    Eldmir unknowingly clenched his fist.



    



    Finally, the arrow pierced the beast’s heart.



    One of the beastkin girls sucked in a breath.



    The beast groaned.



    



    “…Kelga…”



    



    After a breath, the warrior lowered his heavy body to the ground.



    



    That was his last act.



    



    “Mother El Rdael, protector of the forest and all elves, your servant has fulfilled his mission under your protection once more. Please, do not withdraw your blessing, and grant your servant prosperity for a long time.”



    



    Istain quietly prayed.



    



    It was customary for the protectors to offer a prayer after completing their duty. Now, as the representative of the three, Istain offered this prayer.



    



    “One death, one prayer.”



    



    Eldmir mocked inwardly.



    



    “It’s laughable that the one who kills honors the soul of the one killed, as if to comfort himself.”



    



    Such old-fashioned elves



    .



    This was what he disliked.



    



    Ignoring the beastfolk girls’ wails behind him, Eldmir spoke to the protectors.



    



    “…I see your duty is done.”



    



    At Eldmir’s words, Istain briefly stared at him before nodding.



    



    “…Yes. There’s no reason for us to stay here any longer.”



    



    Istain exchanged looks with the other protectors.



    



    They all nodded and turned away.



    Just before they left, Istain glanced at Eldmir one last time and said:



    



    “May the forest’s blessing be with you on your path.”



    



    “…”



    



    Eldmir nodded expressionlessly.



    



    Soon, the three protectors disappeared from sight.



    



    Even after they were gone, Eldmir kept his senses wide open, soon confirming that they had left completely.



    



    He stared for a moment at the place where they had been and then turned his gaze back to Teia’s body.



    



    One of her legs was mangled, like a rag, her heart pierced, and arrows stuck all over her body like spikes.



    



    It was a heartbreaking sight, but there was a faint smile on her lips.



    



    It was a smile of satisfaction with her end.
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    “We’ll need to take care of him.”



    It was Esiria’s voice.



    



    “Take care of him? Right now?”



    



    “Yes. Honestly, I’d like to send him off properly along with those kids, but we don’t have that kind of time.”



    



    She wasn’t wrong. The World Tree’s forest was vast—so vast that even calling it expansive was unjust.



    



    There was still a long way to go to reach the northern region where the beastfolk village was supposedly located.



    



    If it were just Esiria and Eldmir, it might’ve been manageable, but with the mourning beastfolk girls , the journey would take at least two weeks.



    



    Sure, it was an elven forest, so major dangers weren’t expected, but this was still the outer region.



    



    They had the possibility of encountering wandering monsters or other village protectors who might sense the beastfolk, just like the recent encounter with Istein.



    



    And there was always the chance of running into the goblin hunters they’d worried about earlier.



    



    Burying Teia’s body now was the most practical choice; there simply wasn’t enough time for anything else.



    



    After some thought, Eldmir turned to Keris, one of the still-sobbing beastfolk girls.



    



    “Uh, hey. Is it alright if I call you Keris?”



    



    “…What do you want?”



    



    Her voice still shaked from crying, but it was also filled with a clear bitterness.



    



    Even though her anger wasn’t directed at him but at the three protectors, Eldmir still felt a grief of guilt.



    



    “How do beastfolk usually take care of their dead? Burial?”



    



    “…When one of Kelga’s children dies, their soul sheds its mortal shell and returns to his embrace. The body is usually burned to honor the soul.”



    



    That made sense.



    



    Eldmir gave a small nod and turned to Athir.



    



    “Burn it.”



    



    —“Understood.”



    



    Burning the body and keeping the ashes in an vessel to return later seemed more appropriate than burying it here in an elven forest—for both the elves’ sake and theirs.



    



    Once the body was reduced to ash, Esiria used her magic to craft a small clay vessel and carefully placed the remains inside.



    



    She sealed the lid and handed it to Keris, who accepted it with tear-reddened eyes.



    



    “…Thank you.”



    



    It was far too soon for her to process the loss of someone close.



    



    Eldmir wanted to give the girls more time to grieve, but they didn’t have time.



    



    “…”



    



    But Eldmir couldn’t bring himself to tell them to hurry up and get moving.



    



    As much as he was a rebellious elf, he still had enough sensitivity to know that would be crossing a line.



    



    Still, the crying kids were starting to get on his nerves. He didn’t hate children, but he didn’t particularly like them either.



    



    To him, their tears were just a sorrow, nothing more, nothing less.



    



    Standing there listening to them sob, he felt like he should say something comforting, but his personality rejected the idea.



    



    So he was stuck, unable to do anything.



    



    “Mother… shouldn’t we do something to calm them down?”



    



    In the end, he turned to Esiria for help.



    



    He felt a little bad for relying on her so much when it came to things like this, but he convinced himself it was important to know what he could handle and what he couldn’t.



    



    Esiria nodded and approached the beastfolk girls.



    



    The weeping girls gathered around Keris, who held the vessel with Teia’s ashes, too lost in their grief to even think about being wary of Esiria.



    



    They didn’t resist as she gently pulled them into a hug.



    



    “Teia upheld her beliefs and fulfilled her duty as a warrior. She’s surely happy now, having found peace at Kelga’s side. So, don’t cry. If you smile instead of weeping, her soul can rest easy, knowing you’re okay.”



    



    Those words seemed to have some effect.



    



    The beastfolk girls began to stob sobbing, sniffling as they tried to pull themselves together.



    



    Moved by their effort, Esiria gently patted each of their heads with a warm, motherly smile.



    



    “It is to El Rdarel, the protector of this forest and the mother of all elves, that I offer this prayer: may your future be blessed with glory and happiness for enduring and persevering this far.”



    



    Wait, what?



    



    Eldmir’s eyes widened in surprise.



    



    That wasn’t just some comforting prayer—it was practically an oath.



    



    By saying those words, Esiria was promising her own dedication to the happiness and well-being of these girls.



    



    “Normally, that would mean dedicating herself entirely to their future… but I guess, in this case, it just means she’s committed to looking after them until they return home safely,”



    



    Eldmir reasoned, shrugging off his initial shock.



    



    With that settled, he walked over to the group.



    



    “Alright, kids, if you’ve calmed down, let’s get moving. We don’t know when something like this might happen again.”



    



    “…Don’t call us kids,” Keris snapped, her tone still a bit shaky from crying.



    



    Eldmir shrugged, unfazed. “So, the village you’re headed to—is it up north?”



    



    “…No.”



    



    “Huh?”



    



    Eldmir frowned, narrowing his brow.



    



    If they were heading north but their destination wasn’t there, where exactly were they going?



    



    “Uh… did you lose your way? Or were you just running and happened to end up heading north?”



    



    He thought it was a reasonable guess, but Keris just dropped her ears and hung her head low, looking even more dejected than before.



    



    It was clear that something beyond Th



    eia’s death was weighing on her. Eldmir tilted his head, puzzled by her reaction.



    



    “Sis.”



    



    One of the smaller beastfolk girls called out to Keris. Judging by her reaction, she was probably the second oldest, around twelve or thirteen most probably.



    



    “I think we should tell them. Teia trusted them, and… these people made an oath. I think we can trust them too.”



    



    She probably thought she was whispering, but to Eldmir’s sharp elven ears, every word was crystal clear.



    



    Feeling awkward about unintentionally hearing the talks, he pretended not to hear and looked away.



    



    “It’s not about trusting them… I’m just worried about whether it’s okay to share this with outsiders.”



    



    “But we can’t do this without their help anyway.”



    



    “…Yeah, you’re right.”



    



    Whatever Keris had planned to say, her sister’s words rendered it meaningless.



    



    She sighed, nodded, and seemed to steel herself before approaching Eldmir.



    



    “I don’t know if I can trust you, but… I’ll try. We don’t have any other choice anyway.”



    



    Eldmir simply nodded in silence.



    



    Keris glanced between Esiria and Eldmir before finally speaking.



    



    “My name is Keris de Kella.”



    



    Kella.



    



    Eldmir’s eyes widened. He’d heard that name before.



    



    “And, of course, all my sisters bear the Kella name as well.”



    



    Ha. Eldmir almost lost his senses.



    



    He barely managed to suppress a bitter laugh and instead remained silent, letting her continue.



    



    “You probably know that some beastfolk have purer bloodlines from ancient times, right? Those bloodlines are called ‘War Beasts.’”



    



    She wasn’t wrong.



    



    In ancient times, when all races lived together in harmony during the so-called First Age, certain individuals carried the divine bloodlines of their respective gods.



    



    Among beastfolk, they were known as War Beasts. For elves, they were the High Elves.



    



    In the world of games, they were often referred to as “noble bloodlines.”



    



    “For beastfolk, the War Beast bloodline has thinned out over generations. Only one family still carries it. To prevent that last bloodline from dying out, the royal family and the high clans of Kelban came up with a solution: arranged marriages between War Beasts. Basically, they started marrying them off to produce more War Beasts.”



    



    It was a beastly way of thinking, but… it worked.



    



    Even though Eldmir wasn’t an expert, he knew enough to understand that inbreeding usually carried negative side effects.



    



    However, when it came to divine bloodlines, the rules seemed to change—or so the game’s lore suggested.



    



    Through this process, the Kella family succeeded in mass-producing War Beasts.



    



    They became the new royalty of the beastfolk and went as far as sharing their bloodline with high-ranking families, enabling them to produce noble bloodlines as well.



    



    It was brutal but undeniably effective.



    



    Because of this, the Kella family was renowned in the game—not just for their breeding practices but because they became the strongest family among the beastfolk, rising to royalty.



    



    Depending on the route taken, they even played a pivotal role in the mid-to-late game storyline, wielding overwhelming power.



    



    And now…



    



    “We’re the result of that,” Keris said.



    



    “The Kella family. A family composed entirely of War Beasts. We’re part of that lineage.”



    



    Kella.



    



    A rare name, derived from their god, Kelga.



    



    Anything bearing the name “Kel” among the beastfolk was considered sacred.



    



    “...Didn’t expect to meet the descendants of Kel so soon,” Eldmir muttered under his breath, furrowing his brow.



    



    In the game, the Kella family usually rose to high ranks during the mid-to-late stages, after the First Racial War.



    



    For them to appear like this—disheveled and involved in the early storyline—could only mean one thing.



    



    It had to be one of Omega World’s infamous randomized storylines: a scenario where the Kella family was in crisis.



    



    In other words, the Beastfolk Extinction hour had been triggered.



    



    “Why the long face?”



    



    It was Atir’s voice.



    



    With a scowl, Eldmir glanced at the flaming raccoon spirit hovering beside him.



    



    As usual, Atir’s form was both stunningly beautiful and yet made Eldmir to punch him.



    



    Damn spirit. Spirits were the hazard of his existence—especially Atir.



    



    What? Rebellious elf? Who do you think made me this way?



    



    If you spirits had just agreed to the damn contract, I wouldn’t have turned out like this!



    



    Sure, my personality probably didn’t help, but still.



    



    “Damn it,” Eldmir cursed under his breath.



    



    “What’s up?” Atir asked, still hovering too close for comfort.



    



    Eldmir considered ignoring him but figured there was no point in stressing over this alone.



    



    “The descendants of Kel... I mean, the Kella family.”



    



    “The kids? What about them?”



    



    “...If they’re so powerful and really are true War Beasts, then why the hell are they running for their lives like this? And from goblins, of all things.”



    



    The Beastfolk Extinction Route was infamous among players. While rare, every veteran had likely encountered it at least once.



    



    Unless you played as a beastfolk character, avoiding this storyline was nearly impossible, thanks to its notorious difficulty.



    



    The reason it was so challenging was simple: the timeline.



    



    The downfall of the Kella family happened during the early game—when players were still stuck in the tutorial phase.



    



    Why is a tutorial a tutorial? Because you’re underpowered, clueless, and still learning.



    



    Yet here was the Kella family, on the verge of destruction. Talk about a nightmare scenario.



    



    If this were a typical racial war, players might celebrate the downfall of a rival faction. But this was Omega World, the game renowned for its brutal, merciless storytelling.



    



    The extinction of the beastfolk was not something any player wanted.



    



    Considering I’m an elf, I tried thinking about how the beastfolk’s actions during the Racial War could negatively impact my people.



    



    Even so, from a long-term perspective, the extinction of the beastfolk would only push me further away from achieving a complete game.



    



    In other words, their ending would completely interrupt my goals.



    



    From that angle, I guess you could say I’m actually in a pretty lucky position.



    



    The Kella family showed up right when they were on the brink of destruction, and I now have the chance to save them.



    



    If I can rebuild them and restore their strength, I can prevent the beastfolk extinction from happening.



    



    Still, there’s one reason this situation is pissing me off so much.



    



    ―That’s true, isn’t it? If they really are Kella—War Beasts—they should have some divine power or at least potential.



    



    But… I don’t feel a thing. Honestly, they’re weaker than that Teia girl, the wolf warrior.



    



    Of course. That’s the whole cursed point of this storyline.



    



    When I glanced back, I saw my "mother" in this world walking cheerfully with those cat kids.



    



    I wanted to pick up the pace, but there was no way those furballs could keep up.



    



    So here we were, dragging along at a slow, walking speed on this ridiculously long road.



    



    Man, I just wanted to play this game on easy mode, but nope, it’s hardcore from the start.



    



    ―It really doesn’t make sense. If they’re true War Beasts and carry the blood of a god, there’s no way they should be this weak.



    



    Are you sure they’re real?



    



    “They’re real, alright. They just lost their divine power, which basically makes them no different from regular beastfolk.”



    



    ―What? Lost their divine power? How is that even…



    



    A divine bloodline essentially means inheriting a god’s power. No power, no divine bloodline—plain and simple.



    



    And yeah, obviously, losing that divine power is an extremely unnatural thing to happen.



    



    It’s not just unlikely; it’s outright impossible.



    



    That’s exactly why this whole mess turned into a disaster for the beastfolk, eventually leading them straight to extinction.



    



    It sounds ridiculously simplistic when you say it out loud, but that’s just how it is.



    



    Divine bloodlines and divine power are crucial in this world. If something like this happened to another race, it’d probably result in a similarly destructive chain of events.



    



    The silver lining here?



    



    This kind of thing only happens to the beastfolk. Lucky for everyone else, I guess.



    



    But the real issue here is…



    



    “Ah, crap. I have no idea how to stop this route.”



    



    I don’t know the walkthrough.



    



    Dammit.

  
    

    
      
        Chapter 10
      
    

    When I first heard about princesses being chased by goblins, I probably should have expected this, but I had my excuses for not accepting the fact.



    



    I’ve only gone down the “beastfolk extinction” route twice.



    



    Once with dwarves and once with goblins. When it was dwarves, the beastfolk’s destruction didn’t really affect the ending, so I didn’t care much.



    



    When it was goblins, I tried to play without the beastfolk, but the difficulty reached high level, and I eventually got wiped out.



    



    Basically, both times I went down that path, actually tried to stop the beastfolk from being wiped out.



    



    Honestly, I didn’t even bother gathering info about it.



    



    It’s not like the beastfolk extinction route is some easily accessible story path, and it wasn’t like I was playing as the beastfolk anyway, so why should I care?



    



    Besides, I’m not the type to follow walkthroughs or guides. My style is more like: charge in headfirst, and if things go south, then so be it.



    



    But who could’ve guessed things would come to this?



    



    Yeah, this is on me. Damn it.



    



    As I was sitting there, racking my brain, Atir suddenly spoke up.



    



    “By the way, didn’t they call themselves princesses? Is the Kelra family royalty?”



    



    “They’re beastfolk, remember? For them, the strongest is king. That family’s got the most high-ranking bloodlines among the beastfolk, so they’ve been royalty for quite a while now.”



    



    Atir, despite being a spirit, knows surprisingly little.



    



    Maybe it’s because he’s spent his life hanging out with elves in the forest, completely clueless about the outside world.



    



    While Atir and I were chatting, my mom was in the back, talking to the beastfolk girls about why they were on the run in the first place.



    



    “So, you were all fleeing from goblins on your own?”



    



    “Yes… We’re the only ones left. Everyone else… they’re all dead…”



    



    “Oh dear…”



    



    Mom gave them a sympathetic look and hugged them close. The atmosphere got heavy again as they started crying up, and I let out a sigh before joining in.



    



    “Hey, kid. Let me ask you something.”



    



    “…What is it?”



    



    The one who answered was the little girl, probably around ten years old, the same one who’d tried to charge at Mom earlier before I stopped her.



    



    She puffed out her cheeks, clearly annoyed at being called a “kid,” but facts are facts. She’s a kid.



    



    Ignoring her pout, I kept going.



    



    “So, what happened to the rest of the royal family? Are you guys the last of them?”



    



    “…Unfortunately, all my brothers are dead. It’s just us now.”



    



    Figures.



    



    From what they told us, here’s the gist:



    One day, the absolute power of the royal family, centered around the “War Beast,” crumbled.



    



    Beastfolk value strength above all else, and their rulers are always the strongest. So, it was only natural that the Kella family rose to royalty.



    



    But it also meant that if they lost their strength, they’d be overthrown.



    



    The girl glossed over the details, just calling it a “sudden rebellion,” probably because she still doesn’t trust us fully.



    



    Anyway, this “sudden rebellion,” as she put it, caught the royals off guard. Most of them were wiped out in no time.



    



    With the royal family mostly gone, the high-ranking families started fighting among themselves for power.



    



    The beastfolk as a whole became weak and divided, tearing each other apart for months.



    



    That’s when the goblins, another warrior race, took notice and attacked. Already hollowed out by internal strife, the beastfolk crumbled under the goblins’ assault.



    



    The royal family barely managed to survive and flee, which is how these girls ended up here.



    



    It’s a pretty pathetic ending for Kelvan, a city with 300 years of history and the capital of an entire race. Pure chaos, to say the least.



    



    “Now that I think about it, Kelvan… That’s pretty far from here.”



    



    At first, I thought they’d come from some nearby village, but it turns out they fled all the way from Kelvan to get here.



    



    “If they were just trying to escape, wouldn’t that southern village have been good enough? Why come all the way up here?”



    



    I couldn’t figure it out. I mean, I’ve been playing this game for two years, but I haven’t explored every map or spent much time with the beastfolk.



    



    I mulled it over for a bit before realizing it didn’t really matter.



    



    “Whatever. That village probably got wiped out by the goblins too, and they had no choice but to keep running. That kind of thing happens all the time and isn’t exactly the main point here. What matters is figuring out what these kids are after.”



    



    I decided to cut to the chase and just ask.



    



    “So, you ended up like this because the War Beast lost its power?”



    



    “How do you know about that?!”



    



     

  
    

    
      
        Chapter 11
      
    

    Eldmir and his group had spent the previous evening discussing the beastfolk folk girls’ future goals over dinner.



    



    Through this conversation, their plans had become clearer, and Eldmir and Esiria once again promised to do everything they could to help them achieve their objectives.



    



    For the beastfolk folk girls, who had lost their guardian and had no one left to rely on, this was an overwhelming gesture of kindness, and they found themselves in tears once again.



    



    And so, the night passed, and morning arrived.



    



    "Damn it," Eldmir muttered, cursing under his breath—something he had done far too many times already.



    



    —Will you stop swearing already? Great example you’re setting for the kids, Atir uttered in.



    



    It was one of those moments where hearing the truth just made him angrier.



    



    "By the name of my goddess, protector of the forest, mother of all elves, El Rdarel, Atir, if you piss me off one more time"



    



    Yeah, yeah, I get it. You’ll put an arrow in my mouth or whatever. You’ve said it so much it’s lost all meaning.



    



    Eldmir felt his blood boiling, but Atir uttered those words.



    



    There were four young kids standing right there, and losing his temper like this in front of them wasn’t exactly the act of maturity.



    



    Sure, he hadn’t gone through the Elven coming-of-age ceremony yet, but mentally, he was pushing fifty. He knew it would be better to avoid such behaviour.



    



    "Damn it!"



    



    Seriously, for crying out loud, gave an annoyed expression.



    



    “Grow up, Eldmir. Nobody wanted this, nobody saw it coming, and none of us asked for this mess. You need to chill.”



    



    Atir’s words were half-right, half-wrong. Eldmir wasn’t just mad about the situation itself.



    



    He was mad at himself.



    



    Out of everyone, he had seen this coming first. He should’ve been prepared.



    



    But no—he’d completely ignored that and brushed it off as an unlikely possibility.



    



    He’d let himself forget that the goblins might actually invade the forest, and now here they were.



    



    This wasn’t some unavoidable disaster. This was his failure to act.



    



    His this act made them feel he was blaming them.



    



    "I-I'm sorry… this is all because of us," came a trembling voice.



    



    Ketrit, one of the beastfolk girls, looked up at him with teary eyes, guilt written all over her face.



    



    Eldmir turned back, snapping out of his anger as he quickly forced a softer expression.



    



    "No, no, it’s not like that. You’ve got nothing to apologize for. This isn’t your fault at all."



    



    "But if we hadn’t—"



    



    "Stop right there. This isn’t about you, okay? Don’t blame yourselves. I’m mad at me, not you. I knew those damn goblins might come to the forest and still didn’t prepare for it. That’s my fault, not yours."



    



    Goblins.



    



    Just like Eldmir had predicted, whether it was because they couldn’t suppress their hot-headed nature or because their goal was simply to kill the beastfolk girls



    



    The goblins were spreaded in the forest in small squads.



    



    Even though they seemed somewhat aware that they were in an elven forest and tried to hide their presence, well, goblins were still goblins.



    



    That distinct odor and their terrifying aura couldn’t be masked.



    



    It didn’t take long for them to be discovered by the forest spirits, who spread the news far and wide.



    



    Naturally, Esiria heard about it through the spirits as well.



    



    She’d temporarily left the group to fulfill her duties as a protector, leaving Atir behind to guard the catfolk girls and, in a way, watch over Eldmir too.



    



    Eldmir wasn’t particularly worried about Esiria, but the thought that all of this might’ve been avoided if he’d just handled things a bit better kept him in regret.



    



    If he’d only asked the spirits to scout once more…



    



    if he’d warned the village about the possibility of goblins sneaking in…



    



    if he’d at least told Istain and the other three protectors to stay alert for goblins...



    



    Those thoughts kept circling in his head, tormenting him.



    



    So, how long are you planning to stay in self-doubt?



    



    “...Ugh.”



    



    Atir wasn’t wrong.



    



    This wasn’t the time to sit around criticising himself.



    



    The protectors might be out hunting the goblins right now, but there was no guarantee they wouldn’t run into more trouble along the way.



    



    Pushing his self-doubt aside, Eldmir focused on staying alert as he kept moving.



    



    “Atir, can you check with the other spirits to see what’s going on with the protectors?”



    



    We can’t just communicate freely regardless of distance, you know.



    



    Artir’s clear response earned a click of the tongue from Eldmir.



    



    “What about with your contractor? Can’t you contact my mother?”



    



    Hmm. Hold on a sec.



    



    At least that’s something, Eldmir thought to himself, glancing at the four sisters, who were still visibly uneasy.



    



    He forced an awkward smile.



    



    “It’s fine, really. Don’t worry too much. The spirits said there are maybe ten goblins possibly.



    



    Our village alone has over thirty protectors, so they’ll handle it.”



    



    Not to mention, protectors from other villages would probably lend a hand, too.



    



    He tried to reassure them, giving the sisters some peace of mind—at least for a moment.



    



    Uh, hey, idiot. We’ve got a problem.



    



    “What now? Quit making it sound so alarming.”



    



    Atir’s next words sent a chill down Eldmir’s spine.



    



    It looks like the goblins are launching a full invasion.



    



    Esiria was an exceptional protector and a seasoned hunter.



    



    Unlike her son, Eldmir, she didn’t possess any of those strange, unpredictable skills filled with mysterious powers.



    



    But at least in the forest, there many people who could not dodge or block her arrows.



    



    Despite being a young elf who’d only just passed her first century, her talent placed her among the best protectors in the village, and she was considered a rising star.



    



    Even so, the current situation was overwhelming, even for someone like her.



    



    “Raaaagh!”



    



    “Kill the knife-ears! Slaughter them all! For Ka-Hwaran!!”



    



    The goblins roars were so powerful, they felt almost face-to-face.



    



    It was like facing avatars of raw brutality—creatures who didn’t care how many arrows pierced their bodies.



    



    When one of their comrades fell, they simply stepped over the corpse and kept charging forward.



    



    “Brothers! This is a blood festival! Take every last one of those knife-ears and offer them to Ka-Hwaran as sacrifices!”



    



    “For the glory of battle!!”



    



    Even just hearing their ferocious cries made Esiria’s body tremble. For a moment, she felt the raw intensity of their bloodlust creeping into her bones.



    



    But she quickly shook it off, letting the forest’s energy evenly throughout her body.



    



    This was an elven forest. Their domain.



    



    This was not a place that could simply be overrun by cruel outsiders like these.



    



    Countless invasions had occurred in the past, and the elves had won every single time.



    



    This time would be no different.



    



    “Esiria!”



    



    The desperate shout of a comrade snapped her out of her thoughts.



    



    She dodged just in time as a double-bladed throwing ax crossed near by her head, strucking itself in a tree behind her.



    



    Heart pounding, she calmed herself and knocked another arrow.



    



    “Brothers and sisters of the forest, let us show these arrogant invaders the real power of the protectors!”



    



    The elves rarely gave in to anger, but even they couldn’t suppress their fury in the face of such an daring attack.



    



    Their calm, confident voices echoed through the forest, an obvious response to the goblins’ wild roars.



    



    “Under El Rdarel’s blessing, protectors, protect the forest.”



    



    “For the forest’s protection.”



    



    “For the forest’s oath.”



    



    Their arrows arced gracefully through the air, landing precisely on their targets.



    



    True to their name, the protectors wasted no shots. While some arrows were blocked by shields or deflected, none of the goblins could completely avoid the deadly rain of projectiles.



    



    And yet, the goblins didn’t falter.



    



    The more blood they spilled, the more comrades they lost, the more angry they became.



    



    They were like avatars of anger, launching themselves into battle with no regard for their own lives.



    



    “Scatter!”



    



    The protectors' precise attacks slowed the orcs’ advance but couldn’t stop it entirely.



    



    Some managed to break through, but the elves didn’t panic.



    



    Using the trees and ground to their advantage, they used hit-and-run tactics, striking swiftly and retreating before the goblins could retaliate.



    



    Frustrated, the goblins bellowed in anger.



    



    “Cut down the trees! Destroy everything!!”



    



    It was a crude but effective tactic against the protectors. At the same time, it enraged the elves.



    



    “How dare they!”



    



    The destruction of the forest triggered the spirits' anger, which was same with the elves.



    



    Fire, wind, and earth responded to their anger, unleashing nature’s wrath upon the orcs.



    



    Trees burst into flames, gusts of wind knocked them off their feet, and the ground itself opened to swallow them whole.



    



    In just once 300-strong goblin force destroyerd rapidly.



    



    From the start, the goblins’ defeat had been unavoidable.



    



    A mere 300 warriors invading an elven forest was nothing short of foolish.



    



    They knew that’s why they usually hesitated to invade, and history showed that they had never engaged in a battle of burnout of that level.



    



    “What could’ve possessed those filthy beasts to invade our forest?”



    



    The question was on every elf’s mind as they drove the remnants of the orcs back. There was no need for the prtectors to hide anymore.



    



    The remaining goblins were so few that the elves stood openly among the trees, their dominance was clear.



    



    “Hahaha! You should be thanking us, you new bow-shooters!”



    



    The elves frowned at the goblin's criticising statement.



    



    “What are you talking about? Why should we thank invaders like you for invading our forest?”



    



    “Of course you should. Khurrm.”



    



    Even as they bled out, standing on the edge of death, the orcs continued laughing.



    



    Blood poured from their wounds, yet they didn’t care.



    



    Surrounded by the bodies of their fallen comrades and their own imminent deaths, they looked genuinely delighted.



    



    “Cursed children of Ka-Hwaran, how can you still laugh like Psycho after all the horrors you’ve committed? What could possibly make you this happy?”



    



    “The cursed ones aren’t us, you pathetic forest rats. You are!”



    



    One of the remaining goblins sneered, laughing darkly as he shouted:



    



    “The children of war have fulfilled their destiny! Bow before us, slaves of the forest! Worship us! Worship Ka-Hwaran!”



    



    Before he could say more, an arrow pierced his forehead. Esiria fired the shot.



    



    “Disgusting savages,” muttered one of the protectors.



    



    “What do you think they meant by ‘fulfilling their destiny’?”



    



    “No idea… but if it’s tied to the so-called ‘children of war,’ it’s probably nothing good.”



    



    As the protectors exchanged uneasy words, Esiria broke into a rushed, leaving them behind.



    



    She ran desperately, her heart pounding as a growing sense of anxiety grasped her mind.



    



    “Eldmir…”



    



    His name echoed in her thoughts, heavy with worry

  
    

    
      
        Chapter 12
      
    

    "A big force? I thought you said it was just a small squad at first."



    



    I don't know. Maybe that small squad was bait or something. But it looks like their numbers are about 300.



    



    "Three hundred?!"



    



    Eldmir gasped.



    



    "Then we can't just stand here! We need to go help them, now!"



    



    Calm down, rookie. This is exactly why you’re still inexperienced.



    



    Atir clicked its tongue and a spark of flame appeared in front of Eldmir's face.



    



    Eldmir jumped back, startled, but Atir moved closer and said, you think the Sentinels got their name for no reason?



    



    If we could be beaten by just 300 soldiers, this forest would've been wiped out by monsters or other races long ago.



    



    Yeah, that’s a decent-sized force, but they’re not our real enemies. Especially not in this forest.



    



    "..."



    



    Atir was right. This wasn’t just any forest. This was the World Tree’s forest.



    



    It was where El Rdarel’s blessing shined brightest and the World Tree’s grace protected everything.



    



    To fight elves here was suicide. Eldmir knew this from his past life.



    



    And besides, 300 wasn’t that many. It wasn’t a small number, but it wasn’t enough to be a real threat to the elves' forest.



    



    Eldmir calmed down and thought for a moment, then suddenly had an idea and asked…



    



    "Then what about that small squad you mentioned? Who were they? Were they all wiped out too?"



    



    No, they weren’t among the 300. Looks like they’re a separate strike team, operating alone.



    



    "Dammit. So, they’re still out there, somewhere in the forest."



    



    Hearing that, Eldmir felt a wave of anxiety hit him.



    



    The target was clear—those four sisters from the Beastfolk had escaped here.



    



    But why would they risk an all-out war with the elves just to catch four people?



    



    Eldmir kept thinking.



    



    He had played as a goblin before, so he understood their strategies.



    



    Why would goblins carry out such a reckless suicide mission? Why split off a small team and use 300 soldiers as bait?



    



    Why…?



    



    Beastfolk, royalty, the last royal bloodline.



    



    The extinction route of the Beastfolk.



    



    "I knew it."



    



    What? What are you talking about?



    



    "They knew." Eldmir gritted his teeth and drew his bow.



    



    His behavior was sounding alarm bells. Another death was approaching, and he could feel it.



    



    "They knew those girls were the last of the royal bloodline, the final descendants of Kelban and the heirs of Kelga."



    



    The last heirs of the War Beasts.



    



    The goblins definitely knew what they were after.



    



    "They’re trying to wipe out the Beastfolk for good."



    



    But there was something off about the goblins’ actions. Their mission wasn’t really about wiping out the Beastfolk—so why were they doing this?



    



    No time to think too much about it. This was just one of the many stories in Omega World unfolding. There was no quick answer.



    



    What Eldmir did know was that the goblins were doing everything they could to erase the last remnants of the Beastfolk.



    



    "Atir, watch over those kids."



    



    ...Tch, you feel it too?



    



    Eldmir nodded grimly.



    



    "You three, stay with Atir and don’t move from her side. Stay put and wait. Got it?"



    



    "W-Where are you going…?" one of the sisters asked, voice trembling.



    



    "Nowhere important. Just stay calm and wait."



    



    Eldmir gave the sisters a reassuring look and left.



    



    Watching his back as he walked toward the battlefield, Atir muttered under its breath.



    



    Damn stubborn fool, you better come back in one piece, or I swear…



    



    I can feel it.



    



    The presence of those bastards. I can vividly sense their presence, something I’d only encountered in games.



    



    Once allies, enemies, comrades, and rivals.



    We united the continent together, and I was the one who brought about their downfall.



    



    Or maybe they were just there, never really noticing each other.



    



    "Should I be glad to see you…?"



    



    I grinned, showing my teeth.



    



    It was a little bit of a show to hide my tension, but even I had to admit, this smile looked pretty well-formed.



    



    It seemed like a perfect smile to face those war-hungry monsters without being awkward.



    



    "Krhum."



    



    They exhaled with faces like monsters, skin as hard as rock.



    



    Monsters.



    



    Truly terrifying monsters.



    



    “To think high-ranking bloodlines are moving in squads just for a hunt… this is such a nuisance to the forest.”



    



    Just as the elves have High Elves, the Beastkin have War Beasts, and the goblins have War Hammers.



    



    Each one of them is a living incarnation of battle.



    



    And here they were, eight of them, assembled as an overwhelming force just to hunt down four Myeo-in.



    



    "Well, once I'm strong enough in this game, these high-ranking bloodlines won’t matter at all, but right now it’s just a tutorial—damn this crazy game!"



    



    The game balance is trash!



    



    Why the hell did I play this?!



    



    "Elf, ear-nose, archer. Krhum, only one."



    



    “…”



    



    “If you don't want to die, get out of the way. If you don’t, you will die.”



    



    Their blunt, game-like speech never changes.



    They’re too arrogant to even bother talking to those they don't acknowledge.



    



    Sure, they’ll talk freely in normal situations, but unfortunately, this is a battlefield.



    



    I couldn’t help but laugh bitterly at the "mercy" of the War Hammer.



    



    "Sorry, but I can’t do that. I can’t let you go.”



    I tightened my grip on the bowstring.



    An arrow was knocked.



    



    Meanwhile, the War Hammers just stared at me with emotionless eyes.



    



    Arrogant bastards.



    



    "I swore an oath to the forest. Even though I hate the forest's spirit, I’m an elf, so I’ve got to uphold it."



    



    I’d probably absorbed a bit of their mindset.



    If it were just the elves' rigid traditions, I’d have given up long ago, but there’s something about a person’s roots.



    



    Besides, I’m not the type to swear an oath I can’t keep.



    



    "A man should keep his word, don’t you think?"



    



    At that, one of the War Hammers grinned.



    



    They snorted, then casually lifted their enormous hammer.



    



    With a whoosh, they slammed it down into the ground.



    



    Boom!



    



    The ground caved in.



    



    The forest shook and screamed , birds fluttered up, leaves scattered everywhere.



    



    The quake-like shake forced me to readjust my position.



    



    Just one swing of a weapon and this much power…



    



    They were truly monsters.



    



    “So make sure we remember your name.”



    In other words…



    



    “Let’s fight.”



    



    “One elf’s blood won’t fill our stomachs, but…”



    



    “It’ll be a bit of fun, I suppose.”



    



    They wanted a fun fight, huh? Damn battle-crazy minds.



    



    I too grinned, thinking that it was the perfect smile for facing those battle-hungry monsters.



    



    “Come at me. I’ll make sure you dance.”



    



    “That was an insane noise!”



    



    After the deafening sound, a strong, earthquake-like tremor passed, and Esrin screamed.



    



    At the same time, Atir also flinched from the tremor.



    



    "This vibration... with this kind of power and shock… It must be the War Hammers."



    



    Kerith muttered, her face pale.



    



    "Yep, it’s them, alright."



    



    Atir floated in mid air, lost in thought.



    



    The War Hammers, t he high-ranking bloodlines of the Orcs.



    



    Their power compares to that of other high-ranking bloodlines, and their destructive force is particularly overwhelming even compared to other races’ high bloodlines.



    



    Just like High Elves are unmatched in archery and spirit magic, the War Hammers are unrivaled in sheer destructive force.



    



    And now, El Dmir was facing them in battle.



    



    'What should I do? I should help him, but…'



    



    He glanced over at the beastfolk sisters.



    



    Despite that, he couldn’t shake off the feeling of unease about Eldmir's safety.



    



    'I’m worried? About that rebellious bastard?'



    



    He chuckled inwardly at the thought, but the discomfort was filled in his chest.



    



    Finally, he sighed and stopped hovering, landing in front of the beastfolk sisters.



    



    "We should hurry. We don’t know when they’ll catch up."



    



    “Lord Eldmir is…?”



    



    Esrin, who was about to ask about Eldmir's safety, trailed off.



    



    Without allowing any further questions, Atir moved forward, silent.



    



    Ignoring the loud tremors echoing through the forest behind them, Atir and the beastfolk sisters continued on.



    



    “…But if we keep moving like this, we’ll miss the other two, won’t we?”



    



    Esrin cautiously asked, but Atir answered dismissively.



    



    "Do you think an elf would get lost in the forest?"



    



    “No, but we didn’t exactly set a specific path…”



    



    “Don’t worry. Those who have a contract with spirits can sense each other’s presence.”



    



    They could communicate their location and even a sense of each other’s intentions in real time.



    



    Though detailed communication wasn’t possible, feelings and general thoughts could be shared.



    



    “But Eldmir isn’t contracted with you, Atir.”



    



    The beastfolk sisters had heard enough about Eldmir.



    



    They knew from Esiria’s prideful stories and their own interactions.



    



    They were aware of his rebellious attitude and how he was the only elf without a spirit contract.



    



    "His contract is with me."



    



    Atir interrupted with a dismissive tone.



    



    "Don’t worry about him. He’s more capable than you think. He’s a great hunter, even if he won’t admit it."



    



    “Really… Lord Eldmir?”



    



    Esrin was intrigued by this new side of him.



    



    Though his abilities were already impressive, she hadn’t known he was skilled at tracking too.



    



    “Esrin, it's not the time for idle chatter.”



    



    Ershi, the second sister, scolded her quietly.



    



    Esrin immediately shrank back, apologizing softly.



    



    "Sorry, sister."



    



    "...Let’s talk when things calm down."



    



    Ershi, feeling a little bad, added, and Esrin quickly smiled.



    



    Ershi sighed, shaking her head.



    



    “So, are we really going to get god's power back? With that?”



    



    “We can’t be sure, but… we’ll try everything



    we can if there’s even a tiny chance.”



    



    “So… Why did you lose your god’s power in the first place? I heard you even intermarried to keep the divine bloodline, so what happened?"



    



    “That’s…”



    



    All four sisters’ expressions darkened.



    



    After exchanging awkward glances, Kerith spoke up.



    



    “It’s a simple story. We broke a taboo that means our limitations, and as a result, we angered Kelga and lost our powers.”



    



    “Taboo? Does Beastfolk have taboos?
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    Seeing Atir tilt his head in confusion, Keris bit her lip.



    



    “That’s….”



    



    “Found you.”



    



    In that moment, Keris felt a surge of fur rise all over her body. Her tail puffed up, and her ears stood straight.



    



    The beastfolk's girls screamed in her mind: run away!



    



    “Little kittens, huh?”



    



    The War Hammer, a terrifying monster, grinned with a chilling smile.



    



    Run away!!



    



    With that shout, the fire spirit Atir charged at the War Hammer. Flames the likes of which they had never seen wrapped him, a sparking crimson colour appeared that seemed ready to burn down the entire forest.



    



    Atir shouted again at the frozen beastfolk sisters.



    



    Run, you dumb kids!!



    



    “Kuwoooor!”



    



    Flames erupted, and the War Hammer let out a pained scream. But soon, that scream turned into laughter, and then into mockery.



    



    “Ha ha ha! How warm, little raccoon! You’ve never sacrificed a spirit to Ka Haran, have you? I can’t wait to offer you as a sacrifice!!”



    



    The four beastfolk sisters began to flee. Esrin hesitated, casting a worried glance at Atir, but he just kicked the air, urging them to get away.



    



    Keris pulled Esrin along as they ran, and Atir turned to face the War Hammer, who was swinging a massive double-headed axe and laughing menacingly.



    



    Thanks for waiting, but I’ve got to say this.



    



    Atir bared his teeth and growled fiercely.



    



    Shut up, you beastly monster. Who’s being offered as a sacrifice? I’ll roast you alive.



    



    It sounded more like Eldmir’s style than Atir’s, but he didn’t care. He just thought it would be more effective to provoke the enemy with Eldmir’s words.



    



    The War Hammer chuckled.



    



    “Looks like the prey has multiplied.”



    



    ‘Crap... I should be worried about my own life, not his.’ Atir thought of the stubborn elf who was probably in a fierce battle right now.



    



    Your hunt ends here.



    



    As soon as he finished speaking, the monster and the spirit clashed violently.



    



    “Phew… phew…”



    



    “Not bad, little elf,” the War Hammer chuckled, licking the blood off his axe.



    



    “I thought you’d last a bit longer, but I didn’t expect you to put up this much of a fight.”



    



    He grinned, spinning his axe in his hand.



    



    “C’mon, brother, don’t drag this out. Let’s finish it already. It’s taking too long!”



    



    “Heh, Martikan, if you’re a warrior, you should feel it just by watching. Don’t ruin this great battle.”



    



    “Well, I see there are some of us more interested in enjoying the fight than fulfilling their destiny.”



    



    “…Damn it, then you fight him! That elf isn’t going down easy!”



    



    These crazy battle maniacs were chatting right in front of me. I couldn’t help but chuckle.



    



    The eight of them, who seemed ready to pounce on me at any moment, had now settled into a one-on-one fight as soon as the battle began.



    



    Something about a “noble sacrificial ceremony” for Ka Haran or whatever. It seemed like a duel, and the rule was one-on-one.



    



    But even though it was supposed to be one-on-one, the ones sitting back started saying they wanted to jump in too, wanting to tag in.



    



    As I was trying my best to gain the upper hand, it felt like a lightning bolt hit me when the War Hammer I was fighting started spouting nonsense like,



    



    “This little elf is an unexpectedly great warrior. You should give it a shot; you’ll definitely be satisfied.”



    



    These idiots were treating the duel like a tag match! I didn’t remember goblins having such a custom when I played. What kind of ridiculous nonsense was this?



    



    Of course, I protested, but all I got back was that if I could hold out against all eight of them, they’d spare my life.



    



    If I refused, they’d all jump me at once.



    



    It was frustrating, but what could I do? Fighting all eight of them would definitely mean certain death.



    



    My goal was just to survive, and their plan somewhat aligned with that.



    



    Grumbling under my breath, I had no choice but to accept their twisted offer.



    



    “Phew… who’s next?”



    



    Trying to catch my breath, I asked, hoping to move on. Martikan, the War Hammer, lit up at my question.



    



    “Next is me.”



    



    The War Hammer I was facing frowned.



    



    “I haven’t had enough of a fight yet.”



    



    “What are you talking about? Didn’t you just tell me to fight? You seem satisfied enough, so you should let me take my turn. Right?”



    



    “Damn it.”



    



    Martikan laughed, swinging his hammer through the air, making a loud whoosh.



    



    The War Hammer who had been facing me stepped back, saying,



    



    “Take it easy. He’s already tired, and it looks like dodging my axe will be tough for him. You’ll let the next brothers have their turn, right?”



    



    “Well, if he’s lucky, he’ll survive my hammer. If not, well, he won’t.”



    



    Listening to that, I felt my insides churn again. I had to force my stomach to settle down and tighten my muscles to keep everything in.



    



    “Yeah… you should’ve been wielding an axe or a hammer instead of a bow. You’re a true warrior.”



    



    The War Hammers watching me were impressed. The ones who had only spoken in short sentences were now chatting with me like friends.



    



    Their admiration was honestly annoying.



    



    “…I’m not unaware of that.”



    



    Swords and fists, axes and hammers, spears.



    



    The intense battles and brutal clashes, a feast of blood and flesh. I had always admired their style.



    



    But I could only do all this because it was a game. If I tried something like this in real life, I'd probably drop dead from a heart attack.



    



    More than anything, I was an elf, and with all the racial bonuses, archery was definitely my thing.



    



    “No matter how I think about it, I’m better off with a bow.”



    



    If I loosened my grip on my muscles for even a second, I felt like my insides would spill out again.



    



    But if I kept tensing up, my body would stiffen, making it hard to fight. The pain coursing through my body and all the bleeding from my injuries were just extra challenges.



    



    I could feel blood dripping down my forehead and chin, and I had cuts from axes and swords all over my back, arms, thighs, and calves.



    



    My pinkies were crushed from the hammer, and I was worried they might not work again.



    



    Still, I could move, I could hold my bow, and I could draw the string. As long as I could still fight, that meant I was okay, right?



    



    If it had been an axe or a sword, I might have been in real trouble.



    



    “Heh heh heh.”



    



    Suddenly, I found it all absurd and let out a laugh. As I started laughing, the War Hammers joined in one by one.



    



    Their random laughter was so ridiculous that I burst out laughing even harder.



    



    “Hahaha!”



    



    Look at me! Covered in blood, facing eight monsters, and I’m still thinking about continuing the fight without a hint of fear.



    



    Holding my bow, with a quiver on my back, ready for battle.



    



    A life-or-death battle!



    



    “I am!!” I shouted, feeling a mix of rage at not wanting to accept this situation and the urge to shoot the monsters in front of me.



    



    “I am Eldmir Arhithea!!”



    



    The clash of emotions inside me crumbled, and both feelings swelled up, looking for an outlet. Tears welled up. Why?



    



    That question had long been buried in a rotten ditch. The “why” didn’t matter.



    



    Yeah, it wasn’t an important question. Why did I have to go through this? That question had rusted away to nothing long ago.



    



    What mattered was… I just had to survive.



    



    I had to live. I would live, and I would make it through. I wanted to live.



    



    In this crazy world. Even in this damn game world. In this pathetic reality that still felt like a game.



    



    “Come on!!”



    



    When death is looming, there’s always a thought that crosses your mind. At first, it’s the “why?” question.



    



    After getting through that crisis, I buried that “why” deep in my heart.



    



    Then I thought about my family, not my current one, but my past life’s family.



    



    I couldn’t bear to think about them, so I shoved those thoughts into a corner of my mind.



    



    Next came thoughts about my current life: elves, the forest, the World Tree. Me, Eldmir Arhithea.



    



    Once I let go of all those questions and memories of my past life, a desire to live surged up.



    



    “I’ll kill you all!!”



    



    I didn’t want to die. I knew that meant I had to get stronger, so I kept pushing myself to become stronger. That’s how I survived.



    



    I was no longer a 30-year-old loser stuck in a game. I was an elf, clinging to life, fighting tooth and nail to survive.



    



    Covered in blood, I casually dealt with my insides spilling out and didn’t care about killing.



    



    “You monsters!!”



    



    I had become just like the beasts in front of me.



    



    “Raaaaar!!”



    



    The War Hammer charged at me with a roar. It was like the forest itself was pushing him forward, a bizarre sight.



    



    It felt like the forest was bowing down to his ferocity.



    



    “Hmph.”



    



    I held my breath, gritting my teeth in pain as I knocked an arrow. At the same time, the world around me began to slow down.



    



    This wasn’t some skill; it was pure elf characteristic I had polished over time. In this slow-motion world, that monster kept charging at me without slowing down.



    



    The sheer force of it was enough to throw me off, but my hands steadily pulled back the bowstring, and I released the arrow aimed right at him.



    



    The War Hammer swatted away my arrow with his hammer like it was nothing, and I forced my aching joints to move as I leaped onto a branch.



    



    From my high vantage point, I started firing down at him. It was a solid strategy for an elf fighting in the forest, but they had already adapted to my fighting style.



    



    “Raaaargh!”



    



    The War Hammer smashed the tree I was on with his hammer.



    



    This tree had been alive for over a thousand years, drawing energy from the World Tree, and was as thick as ten adult men standing side by side.



    



    And just like that, with one swing, it screamed and began to die.



    



    Before the tree could fully collapse, I jumped to another one. As I leaped, I saw my arrow bounce off his hammer, and I cursed under my breath.



    



    They were already used to fighting me.



    



    Jumping from branch to branch was something I had practiced countless times, but shooting arrows while doing it was a whole different level.



    



    As I landed on a branch, I felt a wave of nausea and grimaced. I spat out a mouthful of blood and chunks of flesh that had come up with it.



    



    “Is that my insides?”



    



    Not a pretty sight, but I didn’t have time to admire my own guts.



    



    I shouted again as Martikan charged toward the tree I was on, and I kept moving from branch to branch, firing arrows.



    



    Arrows rained down from all angles and at different timings. I kept picking up the pace, making sure Martikan couldn’t even catch a glimpse of the tree I was on, so he wouldn’t have time to react to my shots!



    



    Before long, the air was thick with the whistling of arrows. At first, Martikan had been focused on chasing me, but now he was too busy trying to block my arrows.



    



    He seemed flustered, deflecting the arrows raining down on him.



    



    “Grrr, I didn’t know you still had this much left in you…!”



    



    Left in me? That’s a joke. I was burning through my last breaths. Martikan wiped the blood off his face, but it wasn’t from my arrows; it was from the blood dripping down from me.



    



    “This is a deadly game of tag! How long do you think you can keep this up?”



    



    “Until you die!”



    



    “So, you’re saying you won’t come down until I’m dead!”



    



    An arrow struck his shoulder, but the battle-hardened warrior didn’t care about his wounds. He just laughed and swung his hammer again.



    



    Thud! Thud!



    



    As arrows lodged into his shoulder and back, he smashed two more trees to pieces.



    



    “Fine then. If the one running away is risking his life, I’ll have to risk mine as the one chasing!”



    



    He started smashing trees, ignoring my arrows while just trying to block the ones aimed at his vital spots.



    



    I shot arrows faster, but he just kept charging forward like a madman.



    



    “This crazy monster?!”



    



    Just as I was about to jump and land again, the tree I was aiming for exploded with a deafening crash.



    



    Despite my attempts to keep him at bay with arrows, he had blocked them with one arm and smashed the tree I was about to land on with the other.
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    "Ugh!" It was a close call.



    



    The branch I was about to land on shattered under Martikan’s hammer, and the tree started to fall, but just as it was about to crash.



    



    I stepped on another branch and leaped into the air again.



    



    "Heh, you’re one stubborn bastard."



    



    Who said that?



    



    I landed on a nearby tree and quickly scanned my surroundings. That's when I realized something.



    



    The tree I was standing on was the last one left. All the other trees had been destroyed by that bastard’s hammer.



    



    ‘To think he turned this place, full of nature’s vitality for thousands of years, into a wasteland.’



    



    The fallen trees were scattered all over the place, and their massive trunks created a chaotic and dizzying scene.



    



    It was truly a sight of devastation. With my strategy now useless, I abandoned it and dropped to the ground.



    



    Martikan, the one responsible for all this destruction, looked at me with a fierce grin, his tusks gleaming.



    



    "What's wrong? My heart’s still beating just fine."



    



    "...You just won’t die, so I came down to finish you off myself."



    



    "Hahaha, I like you! You’re my kind of guy!"



    



    The battle, which had started off somewhat in my favor, had turned overwhelmingly bad after five relentless rounds.



    



    Even though the trees were destroyed and I couldn’t fight in the air anymore, I still had cover from the fallen trees.



    



    I still had the advantage of the terrain.



    



    "Well, I’m your fifth, huh? How many of us do you think you can satisfy?"



    



    "Shut up. I’m planning on killing you all."



    



    At my venomous words, War Hammer laughed again.



    



    "I never thought I’d find someone I like among the earless ones. Heh, little elf, you’ve earned the favor of eight of my brothers. Do you know what that means?"



    



    "Who cares?"



    



    Either I’d kill them or they’d kill me. What's the difference? War Hammer, Martikan, kept smiling.



    



    "It means your death will carry the blessing of Ka Haran."



    



    "You crazy bastard."



    



    I wouldn’t accept God's blessing. If it were some kind of skill, sure, I would have taken it, but what use would a bloodthirsty god’s blessing be for an elf like me?



    



    It’d just turn me into a freak, like a second Dark Elf or something.



    



    "Heh, it started as just a way to kill time, but now fighting you has become more fun than I imagined. I don’t know how long this will last, but I hope it goes on... for both of our sakes."



    



    "...What?"



    



    As I caught my breath, I couldn’t let that comment go unanswered.



    



    "What did you just say?"



    



    "Hm? What do you mean?"



    



    Was he pretending not to understand? I gritted my teeth.



    



    "You just said 'the other side.' What the hell does that mean?"



    



    "Ah... that?"



    



    Martikan scratched his head, as if he had let something slip.



    



    "Well, it doesn’t matter. The result won’t change anyway."



    



    "So, what the hell are you talking about?!"



    



    The wind dies down. My shout fades, and the creepy stillness of the forest increases the unease in my chest.



    



    As my anxiety grows, Martikan casually explained.



    



    "Well, it's nothing important. Actually, there are nine of us brothers in this forest, including me."



    



    "......"



    



    "Just like you can feel us, we can feel you. You came right to us, offering yourself as bait. We found that interesting, so we sent one of my brothers to fulfill the fate. Heh, he was more interested in fighting you, but oh well. He lost, so he’ll have to go."



    



    "So, the reason you were dragging things out was..."



    



    "Ah, right, you didn’t even realize. You kept stalling, huh? Well, that just made it more fun for us, so it wasn't a total waste."



    



    Martikan laughed loudly and pounded his chest with his fist.



    



    "But dragging things out didn’t really work in your favor. My brother is probably already with those kittens you were trying to protect...



    



    They’ve probably caught them by now."



    



    "...Atir is there." "Atir? Oh, you mean that spirit?"



    



    In the stillness, Martikan's laughter echoed.



    



    "You think that spirit can really be a match for us?"



    



    "Atir is there, you bastards."



    



    An uncontrollable tremor seized my body.



    



    Rage.



    



    Unbearable anger blurred my vision. Warm tears ran down my face.



    



    "Yeah. That spirit is probably dead by now."



    



    Martikan now looked confused. But that didn’t matter. I prayed. I prayed desperately. Please, please let that damn spirit be okay.



    



    Spirits have the ability to connect with their contractors mentally, to understand and resonate with them.



    



    The longer the bond lasts, the deeper the understanding, making them stronger together. That strengthened bond is what elves call a blessing.



    



    This is a blessing, but I also call it a kind of shackle that strongly proves the bond between us.



    



    And that makes sense because, if one of the two, bound by a long contract and living with their minds connected, dies... Well, you can guess the rest.



    



    The death of one no longer just means the death of one. Our minds are already intertwined, so what’s the point in distinguishing them?



    



    Esiria. My mother. She was the only one who allowed me to live in this world and gave me a reason to keep going. I went silent.



    



    And then, the forest became still.



    



    I’ve always hated this stillness. Every time I walked through the village, I felt the urge to break the silence of the forest. But that urge was never... this.



    



    "I’ll kill them all!!"



    



    My mind went blank.



    



    At that moment, it felt like there was a ringing in my ears. Was it ringing? Or a mechanical sound?



    



    I couldn’t tell. But right now, that wasn’t important. My hand, holding the bow and arrow, moved. But I didn’t even know how.



    



    Was I shooting the arrow? Was my bow aimed at him? I couldn’t process anything properly.



    



    Wait, did I just catch the hammer he threw?



    



    "Heh."



    



    I heard a breath. It should’ve been coming from him, but strangely, it felt incredibly close.



    



    It was as if it was coming from my own mouth.



    



    Suddenly, my vision changed. What was once a hammer was now an axe. I couldn’t tell if it was thrown or if he had come closer to swing it.



    



    I just saw it and dodged, climbing up onto the fallen giant tree and swinging my bow.



    



    ...Wait? Did I swing my bow? The hammer came flying, so I dodged.



    



    I hid behind the tree and shot... no, that wasn’t it. It wasn’t a bow.



    



    Was it a hammer? An axe?



    



    Anyway, I shot the arrow. I didn’t even check where it went.



    



    The hammer flew, the arrow shot, the hammer came again, swung, flew, split...



    



    CRASH!



    



    With a huge sound, my thoughts were interrupted. A sharp pain exploded in my head.



    



    Cough.



    



    The intense pain felt like boiling water suddenly dropping to freezing temperatures.



    



    What had felt distant before now became clear and sharp.



    



    Blood.



    



    I could feel right away that my left rib was broken. Did the hammer hit my side? My body wouldn’t move.



    



    "Whoo… whoo…"



    



    I could hear ragged breathing. My head couldn’t turn, so I barely rolled my eyes and saw the Warhammer, breathing heavily with arrows stuck in his body.



    



    Ah...



    



    Did I really lose? Am I going to die without avenging myself?



    



    Just as that thought crossed my mind, I saw something strange. That figure… It wasn’t the Warhammer Martikan.



    



    It wasn’t the fifth warrior I had been fighting.



    



    "Impressive… truly impressive, warrior."



    



    The Warhammer spoke in a voice mixed with slime. He coughed for a moment, then spat out blood and slime



    



    "Really amazing. I can’t say anything else. I never thought you’d be able to face all of us alone."



    



    "…"



    



    I wanted to ask what he was talking about, but no words came out. My body wouldn’t move, and I couldn’t even react.



    



    I just lay there pathetically, only able to roll my eyes and look at him.



    



    "Ugh… ha ha, heh heh heh!"



    



    Every time he laughed, blood surged from his throat, but he kept laughing loudly, as if he couldn’t hold it in.



    



    He laughed. Even while vomiting blood, he kept laughing, unable to stop, as if he was driven to do so.



    



    "Be proud, warrior! You fought against my eight brothers and killed half of them! You have successfully dedicated a battle to Ka Hran that will go down in history!"



    



    Half.



    



    Half?



    



    "You said you would kill us all! Even though you only killed half… no! You killed half! Just like you said, you killed half of us!"



    



    I wanted to argue, but no words came out anymore. I just wondered if I really went that far, and looked around again.



    



    I tried to find the other three, but sadly, I couldn’t see them.



    



    "Heh… young warrior, do you have any last words?"



    



    "…"



    



    "Heh heh, you don’t even have the strength to speak, do you? Cough, ha!"



    



    The Warhammer coughed roughly, then spat the blood at the corner of his mouth.



    



    "Ugh! Heh… it was a satisfying fight, young warrior. Offering eternal victory is what we, the priests of Ka Hran, must do. I can feel Ka Hran smiling. Even urging me to take your life… Heh… A life-and-death battle always stirs a warrior's blood. I’m sure you feel the same..."



    



    What nonsense.



    



    Who has such twisted tastes?



    



    Even as I thought that, I instinctively tried to answer, but no words came out. It was just an empty, breathless sound.



    



    With my mouth barely moving, I gave up, silently questioning him, ‘Eternal victory?



    



    What the hell is that? Ka Hran’s teachings weren’t like that.’



    



    "It’s a shame I didn’t hear your last words, but we can’t waste more time. It’s about time. Heh."



    



    With those words, the Warhammer raised his hammer high, as if ready to split the earth.



    



    "Goodbye."



    



    And then…



    



    His head was pierced by an arrow that came from somewhere.



    



    "...Huh?"



    



    That was the last thing he could say.



    



    "Eldmir!"



    



    "Is he alive!!"



    



    I heard the voices of the protectors. Some sounded like the guards of our village, others like guards from nearby villages.



    



    At those words, I finally let out a sigh of relief. At the same time, I felt all the strength leave my body.



    



    In the end...



    



    Yeah. In the end…



    



    Did I win?



    



    Tears started to fall.



    



    The voice that had never come out of me before faintly escaped. But it wasn’t really a voice—it was more of a groan, turning into a pitiful cry.



    



    Mother.



    



    My mother.



    



    I wanted to ask if she was okay, why she came to me, what happened to her… but I couldn’t form words.



    



    That frustration made the tears keep falling.



    



    "Oh my, Elder Delarell..."



    



    "The forest..."



    



    I could hear elves murmuring as they witnessed the scene. I kept listening for my mother’s voice, but I never heard it.



    



    Finally, I closed my eyes.



    



    "This isn’t what matters right now! Treat Eldmir!"



    



    Healing power flowed into me.



    



    I accepted it, but I didn’t really want to recover. I just let my body follow the flow of fate.



    



    Surviving this injury would be nothing short of a miracle.



    



    "Chase them! There are still survivors! Go after those hateful, fighting bastards!"



    



    "Remember! The enemy is of high bloodline! Even though they’re near death, don’t let your guard down!"



    



    All sorts of noise and shouting filled the air. The forest was in chaos.



    



    This wasn’t the kind of noise I wanted.



    



    I never wanted the forest to be destroyed like this…



    



    Ah…



    



    I’m getting sleepy.



    



    As my consciousness faded, the noise around me started to blur, like I was submerged in water or like I had a waterlogged sponge in my ears, the sounds becoming faint…



    



    "Er!"



    



    I thought I heard a familiar voice.
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    This is about 20 minutes before Eldmir lost consciousness.



    



    Gah!



    



    Normally, spirits don’t get hurt. They’re not affected by most physical force, and injuries from weapons rarely affect them either.



    



    That’s because they are usually composed of natural elements, using their spirit form as a body.



    



    But if the weapon has some magical properties or if the opponent is already at an extraordinary level, things are different.



    



    And when the attack comes from someone as powerful as a Warhammer, everything changes.



    



    The Warhammer’s double-headed axe struck Atir.



    



    It didn’t cut with the blade, but he was hit with the flat side, so he didn’t die, but it still caused injury.



    



    Ugh… It’s been 200 years since I’ve fought this fiercely.



    



    "Looks like you’re a spirit that’s been around for at least 200 years. Ka Hran will probably be even more pleased than I thought."



    



    Shut up, trash. Do you think I’ll become your offering?



    



    Atir growled fiercely, but the Warhammer ignored him.



    



    "The thrill of hunting a raccoon is surprisingly satisfying!"



    



    The monster laughed and swung the double-headed axe again.



    



    Atir burned his spirit form to appear somewhere else, trying to hold on by using his powers, but he couldn’t keep this up for long.



    



    He needed to find a way to defeat this monster.



    



    Damn…



    



    Once again, he barely dodged the incoming axe, shooting out flames, but the moster laughed and swung his axe, extinguishing the flames Atir sent out.



    



    The monster’s monstrous strength effortlessly put out the fire, and Atir cursed under his breath.



    



    Crazy. That’s no monster. That’s a master of monsters.



    



    "Yeah. I’m the monster of monsters!"



    



    ...You brainless monster.



    



    "Hahaha! You raccoon guy sure has a mouth on you!"



    



    Shut your mouth, you beast!



    



    Once again, the flames and the axe collided.



    



    The light flashed, and the heat was so intense it could melt metal, shaking the forest.



    



    Usually, Atir’s flames didn’t burn anything he didn’t intend to, but now, in his desperation, he was burning everything, including his beloved forest.



    



    His teeth clenched, he roared in frustration.



    



    Yaaaah! Just die, you damn monster!



    



    "Heh. You think I’ll die from that lukewarm fire?"



    



    The monster, even with his entire body burned, laughed and taunted Atir.



    



    The flames Atir shot not only set the forest on fire but also heated the monster’s weapon, burning his whole body.



    



    But still, the monster didn’t die. He just mocked the flames, saying they weren’t hot enough.



    



    "By the way, you’re quite slippery. You’ve got some fight in you, I thought you’d be an easy target, but you’re making this hunting more interesting. Heh."



    



    You mad bastard.



    



    Atir felt chills seeing the monster smile despite being in such a state.



    



    That last strike had drained almost all his energy. He could no longer burn his spirit form, and he barely had enough strength to shoot out another flame.



    



    Even though that was supposed to be his finishing blow, it hadn’t even come close to threatening the monster’s life.



    



    He was just wounded, his life still burning strong.



    



    "My name is Dkagya! I’ll swallow every last bit of the flames you throw at me!"



    



    The orc, Dkagya, growled as his footsteps shook the ground with every step.



    



    His presence was like a terrifying storm to the forest.



    



    Damn it, you just won’t die.



    



    Preparing his last flame, Atir was also ready to sever his contract. His death would be a huge blow to his contractor’s mind.



    



    Even if severing the contract didn’t eliminate all the damage, it would at least minimize it somewhat.



    



    So this is how I end, huh? As a wild spirit.



    



    A bitter feeling filled Atir’s chest.



    



    But even so, he was ready for death.



    



    Even if I die, those kids won’t be harmed.



    



    If he couldn’t take his heart, he’d at least take one of his legs.



    



    That way, no matter who the monster was, he wouldn’t be able to chase the others down in the forest.



    



    You think you’ll swallow my last flame?



    



    Angry flames blazed at Atir’s lips. He roared as his whole body burned, his flames rising like a mane.



    



    His body was on fire.



    



    Let’s see if you can handle this!



    



    With a fierce charge, Atir threw himself into the monster, who took it all in with wild enthusiasm.



    



    With his yellow teeth bared, the monster grinned with pleasure.



    



    "Ka! Glory to Ka Hran!"



    



    Dkagya’s life could be summed up by a single word: battle. His life had been stained with blood from countless fights.



    



    His birth was a celebration for battle, and his entire life was a grueling ordeal dedicated to combat.



    



    Everything he did was a ritual for his god, the prosperity of his race, and his own honor and glory.



    



    His entire legacy was built through battle, and his reverence for combat was both his belief and his faith in serving his god.



    



    It was the very essence of his life.



    



    So, it was no surprise that he couldn't help but enjoy his first battle of this kind. His first fight against a spirit.



    



    It was another significant moment in his saga, another fresh start in his life.



    



    "WWWWWWWRRRRRR!!!"



    



    A terrifying roar erupted, shaking the forest. It had the overwhelming force of pure violence behind it.



    



    In the midst of that roar, Atir struggled to hold onto his flames. His body was on the verge of going out, yet it wouldn’t end in such a pitiful way.



    



    At least I’ll take one of his legs.



    



    He was ready to sever the contract. The moment his body collided with the enemy’s leg, the contract would end, and his long life would finally come to a close.



    



    It’s been fun, Esiria. And... I hate to admit it, Eldmir, but you too.



    



    Thinking of those two faces one last time, Atir finally launched his body forward.



    



    With an explosive sound, his body shot out like a bullet, and as he rapidly closed the distance to Dkagya, he closed his eyes.



    



    That was the moment.



    



    Atir.



    



    A faint flicker of consciousness still lingered, and a wave of awareness spread through him.



    



    What?



    



    Rest for a while.



    



    The consciousness quickly became a will that took over his body. It was rare for his contractor to assert their control, and Atir couldn’t help but chuckle bitterly to himself.



    



    The flame he poured his all into was snuffed out without a fight, and his body withered away. Finally, his time had reached.



    



    Well, mind-linking is that kind of ability. It’s definitely got side effects, but still, the fact that you can feel each other is a huge advantage.



    



    Especially when it comes to the relationship between elves and spirits.



    



    The place we’re in is on the outskirts of the World Tree Forest, in the southwest. Actually, it’s closer to the west.



    



    When I think about how our village was at the far southern edge, it feels like we’ve come quite a way, though we’re still pretty close to the outskirts.



    



    The little ones still have a long way to go, though. They’ll need to head northwest, walk out of the forest, and keep going for a while.



    



    But anyway, we were saved by the protectors of this village.



    



    Well, actually, there were protectors from dozens of villages, but the closest village to where I collapsed happened to be this one, so we were guided here by their protectors.



    



    Thanks to that, I managed to save my life just in time.



    



    Even though I was in a state that barely resembled a human, I got back to my normal self with the help of the healing magic from the spirits and elves.



    



    “When can you summon Atir again?”



    



    I suddenly changed the topic, and my mother looked like she was thinking it over carefully.



    



    “Probably not for at least a week... He’ll need time to recover, considering the energy he used up while risking his life.”



    



    “Even though you asked him to, I’m surprised he’d risk his life for the beastmen.”



    



    That rebellious spirit had gotten so close with those kids?



    



    I tilted my head in curiosity, and my mother gave me a warm smile.



    



    “Atir risked his life for you, Er.”



    



    “…Why am I involved in this?”



    



    I asked with wide eyes, and my mother gently took my hand where the bandage wasn’t wrapped, speaking softly.



    



    “He knew how much those kids meant to you. I don’t know exactly what you were thinking, but he knew you were counting on them. That’s why he went that far.”



    



    That…



    



    I lost my words for a moment, but then I just laughed and shook my head.



    



    “No way. That rebellious spirit went that far for me? There’s no way he thought that much about me…”



    



    “….”



    



    “Wha—”



    



    “What?”



    



    “…Never mind.”



    



    If he was going to do that much, he could’ve just talked to the other spirits and helped me make a contract. Damn him.



    



    I cleared my throat awkwardly and asked,



    



    “By the way, did you finish explaining everything to the villagers? I don’t think this village, being one that isn’t really used to interacting with beastmen, would be too hostile…”



    



    “Hm.”



    



    My mother seemed to be thinking it over again, then she furrowed her brow and sighed.



    



    Then she gave an unexpected answer.



    



    “They wouldn’t even listen. When I begged them, saying that I had made a vow with my son to protect them, they only stopped trying to kill them after that. They were probably really mad since they thought the kids were the reason the monsters invaded the forest.”



    



    “Ugh…”



    



    Oh no.



    



    I couldn’t argue with that. Still, I was surprised that the elves got that angry over the kids.



    



    “Maybe when I’m fully healed, we should just run away with them in the middle of the night.”



    



    At that, my mother looked at me with an expression of disbelief.



    



    “Make some sense, will you?”



    



    “No… It’s not totally unreasonable.”



    



    The cats’ stealth abilities had already been proven when they escaped from the monsters with Teia, and even though the protectors might track us, once my body is healed, I’m confident we can slip away and escape unnoticed.



    



    The only issue is the speed. But if we take advantage of the night, we might have a chance.



    



    Yeah. A chance.



    



    …Well, at least a chance.



    



    “Doesn’t make any sense.”



    



    I decided to quietly reflect on myself.
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    I casually raised my arm. I could still feel the healing energy left by the spirits, helping my body recover.



    



    Most of my wounds still hurt, but the deep ones had already healed a long time ago. At this point, I could move around with no problem.



    



    My right finger bones were still broken, and it hadn’t fully healed yet, but with time, it would get better.



    



    Even if there were lingering aftereffects, it wouldn't affect my ability to shoot arrows, and with the items or healing potions I’d get later, it would heal completely.



    



    It wasn’t something to worry about.



    



    "Ugh, argh."



    



    "Hey, son, you shouldn’t be getting up yet."



    



    I hid the pain in my joints and muscles screaming out and spoke calmly.



    



    "I'm fine. Most of my wounds are already healed. I should go check on those guys."



    



    "Don't lie. You're sweating like crazy."



    



    My mom gave me a stern look, trying to make me lie back down, but I grinned and easily slipped away from her grip.



    



    The sudden movement made my body scream even more, but I didn’t make my wounds worse. Muscle pain?



    



    I could power through that. My breathing got heavy, and the cold sweat increased, but I pushed the pain down in my mind.



    



    It was just about willpower.



    



    "We don’t have time to waste here."



    



    Kelban, the main base of the beastmen, had fallen, and the monsters were sure they could fulfill their fate, sending nine war hammers to the Elf Forest.



    



    The beastmen were pretty much in a situation they couldn’t come back from. That meant my original plan to unite and form an alliance with them was now impossible.



    



    Still, I wasn’t going to give up on those little ones. I’d already made an oath with the forest, but more than that, it just didn’t sit right to abandon them now.



    



    And honestly, I’d gotten pretty attached to them, so I wanted to help them with whatever they asked. It had only been two days, but I already felt this way.



    



    I thought I was too easy, but I decided to just go with it. These were the first cross-species friends I’d made.



    



    At first, there has to be some kind of advantage, right? It’s just the way it is.



    



    I’m an elf, after all.



    



    "Er!"



    



    "I’ll rest later, I promise."



    



    "Later? When’s later?!"



    



    I’ll listen to the scolding later.



    



    I laughed and dodged my mom’s hand as I slipped out of the room.



    



    "Mom, I’m not weak enough to be knocked out this easily…"



    



    As soon as I opened the door and saw the village, I forgot what I was saying and froze, mouth open, staring in shock.



    



    Outside the door, there were about thirty protectors lined up.



    



    "May the peace of the forest and your mother’s blessings accompany your future. May the peace of El Rdael be with you."



    



    I stammered, not expecting such a sight, but as I recited the elf greeting and a simple prayer, the lead protector nodded at me.



    



    "May the smile of the forest walk with you. Are you feeling well?"



    



    The polite tone made me scratch the back of my neck without realizing it.



    



    "Yeah, thanks. But, what's all this...?"



    



    "Oh, I see you’re surprised. Everyone gathered here because they wanted to confirm your safety."



    



    "Huh?"



    



    I dumbly asked in confusion at his words.



    



    "First, I want to express my gratitude to you."



    



    At those words, the lead protector and all the others in the line put their left fists behind them, raised their right fists to their hearts, and spread their index and middle fingers, bowing their heads.



    



    This was the highest form of respect an elf could show to another.



    



    "Glory to the forest."



    



    "Glory to the forest."



    



    In the sudden situation, I couldn’t follow the flow and fumbled. That prayer... it was for the protectors.



    



    I wasn’t qualified to use it. So I had to scramble to think of a proper response, feeling the sweat of panic.



    



    "Uh... I mean... I thank you for the forest's praise..."



    



    I awkwardly gave a response while adopting the same posture as the protectors in front of me.



    



    Behind me, I felt my mother quietly approaching. I whispered as quietly as I could so the elves wouldn’t hear.



    



    "Mom, what's going on here?"



    



    But my mom just looked confused and wide-eyed, not answering at all.



    



    In this sudden situation, neither of us could say anything, and then the protector in front of us spoke again.



    



    "My name is Irian Alscria. I am the Elf protector of the village of Ti Taen."



    



    An Elf protector was like the village chief of the protectors. In other words, the person in front of me was the top protector and one of the highest-ranking individuals in the village, though usually, the elders take on this role, so you don’t see it often.



    



    It’s a rare position in frontier villages.



    



    Even in our village, Le Ruiel, we only have three elders, and no Elf protector.



    



    Anyway, the important thing was that the elf in front of me was someone equivalent to the three elders of our village.



    



    I was stunned, but due to the pain in my body, I couldn’t really express my shock.



    



    So, in a dazed voice, I responded.



    



    "Uh... I'm Eldmir Arhitea of Le Ruiel."



    



    I was just introducing myself to show that I was nothing more than an inexperienced rookie who hadn’t even gone through the coming-of-age ceremony, but Irian and the protectors didn’t change their attitude.



    



    They just smiled brightly, showing a level of respect I couldn’t understand.



    



    Finally, unable to handle this confusing situation, I directly asked.



    



    "Can I ask something? I’d like to be honest."



    



    "Of course, ask anything."



    



    Thank goodness.



    



    "Why are you treating me like this? We’re strangers, even though we’re the same race."



    



    If they treated everyone like this just because they were the same race, my encounter with the three protectors from El Lien wouldn’t have been so hostile.



    



    Irian, the elf who had introduced himself, made his smile even deeper at my question.



    



    "By single-handedly facing and surviving against eight of the high-ranking monsters Warhammers, you've already proven your value. And not even a regular elf, but one who hasn’t even gone through the coming-of-age ceremony."



    



    "Uh..."



    



    "The nobility of throwing your life away to protect the forest's oath is something all elves should look up to. You are worthy of this kind of respect."



    



    "..."



    



    Those words, which could be called praise, made me feel strangely hot.



    



    I had never received this much praise in my life, not in this world or my past life, and I was overwhelmed by a strange sense of embarrassment.



    



    "Uh, it wasn’t that big of a deal, so don’t make such a fuss."



    



    "Hahaha!"



    



    Irian burst into laughter, and some of the protectors behind him seemed to hold in their laughter, their bodies shaking slightly. Some were even quietly laughing.



    



    Wondering if I’d said something strange, I awkwardly looked at them when Irian suddenly said loudly.



    



    "Did I hear that right? You’re downplaying the incredible feat of fighting eight high-ranking Warhammers by yourself!



    



    Eldmir!



    



    You should be proud!



    



    Elves are one of the few races that value humility, but not right now! You’ve achieved something that will be remembered as a legend!



    



    It wouldn’t be too much to say that El Rdael is watching over you!"



    



    "Haha..."



    



    From the perspective of someone who already knows the ending, I can confidently say that this isn’t such a big deal.



    



    In the future, high-ranking bloodlines and such will just be filled with monsters, after all.



    



    But considering that it’s still the tutorial phase, and I’m just a regular elf who hasn’t even gone through the coming-of-age ceremony... well, I guess it can be considered a great achievement.



    



    Still, for some reason, Irian’s reaction felt exaggerated, and I awkwardly smiled. When he stepped closer, he said:



    



    "Eldmir, you didn’t just survive, you personally defeated half of them. The rest weren’t exactly fine either. It was practically a total victory for you! How many people in history, much less a non-adult, could accomplish such a feat? Ancient heroes? Our ancestors, El Drasik? Hahaha! We’re truly witnessing the birth of a legendary hero!"



    



    Are elves really this enthusiastic about honor?



    



    His expression was filled with excitement, and I couldn’t help but feel that this was a new side of elves I’d never seen in my village.



    



    It felt refreshing, and I unintentionally smiled the same way as Irian.



    



    "But, what happened to the Warhammers in the end? Did you catch them all?"



    



    I asked absentmindedly, but then realized it was a genuine question.



    



    Even though I killed half of them and left the rest barely alive, they were high-ranking bloodlines.



    



    I’m not trying to undermine the protectors in front of me, but the strength of high-ranking bloodlines isn’t something that can be handled by just 30 sentinels.



    



    Why didn’t I think of that?



    



    I’d been so focused on finding my mother and Atir that I put off dealing with the next most important issue.



    



    "Are you talking about them?"



    



    Only then did Irian stop smiling and adopt a serious expression.



    



    "Eldmir’s contribution was huge. Fortunately, we were able to chase them down and wipe them out. It wasn’t easy, but because of the injuries sustained in the battle with you, it didn’t take too long."



    



    "Ah..."



    



    I let out a sigh that I couldn’t tell if it was of relief, awe, or surprise.



    



    No matter how much the enemies were wounded, the fact that they were wiped out was a big deal.



    



    High-ranking bloodlines weren’t called "high-ranking" for no reason.



    



    Aside from the fact that monsters worship the god of war, their high-ranking bloodline, the Warhammers, were known as the embodiment of war.



    



    It wasn’t just a nickname.



    



    It was the reason that they were said to be the descendants of the god’s power.



    



    Even wounded, chasing after them wouldn’t have been an easy task for Irian and the protectors.



    



    High-ranking bloodlines aren’t just strong; each individual is considered a tactical asset capable of turning the tide of war.



    



    There are even some among them who possess overwhelming power, so much so that their presence could be compared to that of an entire army.



    



    In games, players would call such beings "Named" characters.



    



    Of course, none of the ones I fought were that extraordinary. If they were, I would’ve been dead in an instant.



    



    But still, Irian and the protectors had accomplished something great.



    



    "Thanks, but I only helped a little. Most of the work was done by us, not you."



    



    His words reminded me of what I’d actually done.



    



    Yeah. I survived. I won.



    



    Against high-ranking bloodlines.



    



    Against the mosnter heroes.



    



    I slowly started to realize the magnitude of what Irian was so excited about.



    



    But I didn’t remember the process.



    



    When I fought each of them, I thought I could handle it, but there was no way I could’ve beaten them all at once.



    



    I was just overwhelmed with a kind of rage so intense that my mind went blank, and by the time I came to realise, I was already in a state where I couldn’t do anything.



    



    I had already killed half of them, but I was still in a near-death situation.



    



    ‘Now that I think about it, I think I heard something like a system sound...’



    



    It’s strange.



    



    I’m still in the tutorial phase, so there’s no way I could’ve accessed any system.



    



    Maybe I just mistook it for a ringing in my ears.



    



    But then, what could explain what happened to me back then?



    



    It was definitely one of those unknown skills, but I don’t have any knowledge of skills that could explain my situation.



    



    What kind of skill, and what effect could have made me like that?



    



    I thought I knew the game "Omega World" well, but it’s been nearly 20 years since I played.



    



    Maybe I just don’t remember, or maybe there’s a skill in this world that wasn’t in the game...



    



    I don’t know the answer.



    



    ‘Anyway, things worked out in the end, right?’



    



    It’s all in the past.



    



    And once I go through the coming-of-age ceremony, I’ll get my status window and my skill window will open, so if it was a skill, I’ll find out then.



    



    I shouldn’t rush.



    



    For now, let’s celebrate that I survived.



    



    And more than anything, I should focus more on what’s happening to me right now.



    



    "...Can I ask one more thing?"



    



    "I’ve already said, ask anything."



    



    Irian smiled gently.



    



    But this time, I didn’t smile after seeing his smile.



    



    "The children from the Myoin tribe."



    



    Keris, Ershi, Esrin, Ketrid.



    



    My guests.



    



    "Where are they?

  
    

    
      
        Chapter 17
      
    

    Irian's expression hardened at that question. Even the protectors standing behind him visibly tensed. Irian subtly wiped the smile from his lips.



    



    "Are you talking about those beastfolks?"



    



    "Yes. They’re the ones I’ve been traveling with. My companions, my guests."



    



    "Guests, you say?"



    



    One of Irian’s eyebrows twitched. The atmosphere fell into a tense silence.



    



    It was an utterly cold, unpleasant kind of quiet, one that clashed with the serene stillness of the forest.



    



    Feeling uneasy, I instinctively reached for my bow, only to remember it wasn’t with me.



    



    Did Irian notice that slight movement? His expression hardened again.



    



    "Guests, huh… You do realize those beasts nearly brought the forest to ruin? No, you must know your life was on the line too, after all."



    



    His tone was sharp, his words barbed.



    



    I felt my body stiffen with tension, but I tried to keep my voice calm and steady as I replied,



    



    "They’re also the ones I was willing to protect, even at that risk."



    



    My response was unwavering, and Irian furrowed his brow.



    



    "They brought calamity into the forest."



    



    "And why does that make it their fault? Monsters have been destructive for ages. Surely you’re not trying to blame those kids for that."



    



    "Eldmir."



    



    Irian said my name like he was trying to rein in his frustration. The pleasant mood from earlier was gone, replaced by a charged atmosphere.



    



    The forest itself seemed to tense up at the clash between us, my sharp comebacks only further irritated Irian.



    



    "Irian, I truly appreciate the hospitality and care you’ve shown me. So much so that, after my coming-of-age ceremony, I’d like to hold a ‘rite’ for you and your people. I mean that sincerely."



    



    The rite I mentioned refers to a ceremonial journey that protectors undertake. It involves traveling through the forest, visiting various villages, and offering prayers and blessings.



    



    Normally, this rite happens every 30 years, but every protector performs their first rite after their coming-of-age ceremony.



    



    For me, that moment wasn’t far off. The rite is a tradition meant to honor El Rdarel, the legendary protector of the forest.



    



    It’s said that during this time, the protector’s words carry El Rdarel’s power.



    



    Because of its significance, this rite is a deeply revered event among elves, and having a pilgrim visit your village is considered a great honor.



    



    "That’s why I don’t want to think ill of you or your people."



    



    I avoided using the word "enemy." Such a word should never be carelessly thrown around among our kind.



    



    Still, my meaning seemed to be clear. I could sense the tension among Irian and the Sentinels.



    



    Even though I was injured and unarmed, they clearly regarded me as a real threat.



    



    I let out a bitter smile.



    



    "Irian, you said you saw me as an honored guest and that your people wanted to check on my condition. I didn’t sense any lies in that."



    



    Sure, they probably admired the person who single-handedly defeated eight Warhammers and wanted to make sure I was okay.



    



    I’d feel the same way if someone I looked up to was injured, I’d want to visit them myself.



    



    But these were protectors. Guardians of the village. Watchers of the forest’s safety.



    



    They wouldn’t gather in such numbers over something so trivial.



    



    "As you call me brother, I see you all as brothers too. For now, at least. So please… brother."



    



    I slowly raised my hand. Irian didn’t move, but I could see his body stiffen even more.



    



    His lack of reaction reassured me, he still trusted me, at least for now. Gently, I placed my hand on his shoulder.



    



    "Those kids aren’t our enemies. Please understand that."



    



    “…The monsters called them sacrifices to fulfill their destiny. As long as they’re here, the monsters will keep coming."



    



    Hearing that, I couldn’t help but stay still. I’d been trying to stay calm, but Irian’s words hit a nerve, and I couldn’t just let it slide anymore.



    



    “…Don’t call them ‘creatures.’”



    



    Not beasts, not creatures—he was referring to those kids that way. I couldn’t stop my voice from rising.



    



    "Who’s really the enemy of the forest? The monsters who invaded it? Or the poor beastfolk who barely survived the monsters' savagery, fleeing after their tribe was wiped out?"



    



    I realized I’d tightened my grip on his shoulder and quickly let go, but the tension in my hand lingered, forming a clenched fist.



    



    The reopened wound on my arm started bleeding again, but I didn’t care.



    



    My entire focus was on the protector standing before me.



    



    "Blaming those kids is cowardly. Just because you couldn’t handle the Warhammers, you want to dump all the blame on them?"



    



    “Eld, calm yourself.”



    



    My mother’s voice cut through, but I couldn’t bring myself to look away.



    



    Even as the Sentinels behind Irian drew their weapons, I ignored them and kept my eyes locked on him.



    



    Irian didn’t back down either, meeting my glare with one of his own.



    



    "You seem to have lost your way, clouded by emotions. What nonsense are you spouting? Calling beastfolk your guests? Accusing us of blame-shifting? Ridiculous. Monsters are guilty in their way, and beastfolk are guilty in theirs. It doesn’t matter who’s more wrong, they’re all enemies to our people."



    



    His eyes burned with fury as he continued.



    



    "Have you ever fought against beastfolk? Seen their claws tear through the hearts of your tribe? Watched their fangs crush your parents’ skulls?"



    



    “…What?”



    



    His words made me frown. This place was far from where the beastfolk lived. How could they have been attacked by them?



    



    As if answering my question, Irian kept going.



    



    "You said you’d perform a rite for our village. That’s a blessing to me, but at the same time, those words feel like a curse."



    



    It was an unexpected revelation, but also one that hinted at deeper wounds. Personal pain, while valid, doesn’t justify dragging everyone into the same conclusion.



    



    “They’re just kids.”



    



    “They’re royal children. High-blooded heirs. Potential leaders who could rebuild the beastfolk clans that were destroyed.”



    



    "Don’t take your personal bitterness and pin it on all beastfolk. Those kids didn’t harm your parents, and they haven’t hurt anyone from our race. Their claws and teeth have never been used against anyone."



    



    Irian’s calamity broke at that, and his tone grew increasingly irritated



    



    "Even so! They’re the last of the beastfolk’s bloodline! …The monster was right. If we get rid of them, tragedies like this will never happen to us again—"



    



    Smack!



    



    Irian couldn’t finish his sentence. His head snapped to the side, not because he turned it himself, but because someone slapped him.



    



    And that someone? My mother.



    



    "...!"



    



    Honestly, the most shocked person here wasn’t Irian or even the protectors standing behind him, frozen in disbelief.



    



    It was me!



    



    My mother? Hitting someone?



    



    She was the kindest, most gentle person I knew. The embodiment of warmth and calmness.



    



    I’d never seen her resort to violence outside of missions. Not once.



    



    "Shut your mouth, Irian. There’s a limit to how much nonsense you can spout."



    



    Now I was properly stunned. If I wasn’t shocked now, I’d never be. My jaw hung open, but no words came out.



    



    I could only look back and forth between my mother and Irian like an idiot.



    



    "Well... that was a hit."



    



    "I’ll do it again if you cross the line."



    



    Her voice was still polite, but the fierceness in her tone was unmistakable. Even my earlier frustration vanished as I scrambled to calm her down.



    



    "Mom, please, relax. Calm down."



    



    "..."



    



    She didn’t budge, her sharp gaze still locked onto Irian. He stared back at her silently, then finally let out a deep sigh.



    



    "You’re a remarkable pair, you and your son. I can’t win here."



    



    "..."



    



    "But do you realize what’s just happened? No matter how close we may be as a tribe, there are limits. You’ve just struck an Elf protector from another village. We’re under no obligation to tolerate such an insult."



    



    "We appreciate your hospitality and care," my mother replied evenly.



    



    "But that doesn’t mean we owe you submission. You have your pride, and we have ours. Whatever debt we owe you, we’ll repay it in due time, but those children..."



    



    "Enough."



    



    Irian cut her off in a calm tone, raising his hand to stop the protectors behind him as they began to step forward.



    



    "I see it now. You’re willing to break ties with your own kind just to protect those beastfolk. That’s clear enough."



    



    "Irian."



    



    My mother tried to interrupt him, but he raised his hand again, silencing her. She closed her mouth, her glare unwavering.



    



    The atmosphere had turned downright dangerous, and I felt a chill spread through my body.



    



    The protectors who had shown me nothing but respect earlier were now glaring at us coldly.



    



    The warmth they’d shown was completely gone.



    



    And Irian’s gaze, his cold, piercing gaze. The moment I felt it, I moved on instinct.



    



    "Who the hell are you trying to threaten?"



    



    How did things intensify like this? Was it really because of Keris and her group?



    



    That didn’t seem like enough to explain it. Their behavior hadn’t made sense from the start.



    



    “They came to show their respect with over thirty armed protectors, led by their Elf protector. They even tried to create a warm atmosphere, but as soon as Keris was mentioned, everything changed.”



    



    I grabbed Irian by the collar, my gaze icy as I glared at him and his group.



    



    Just as he’d said earlier, I had taken on eight Warhammer warriors alone and won.



    



    It wasn’t something I liked bragging about, but there was no denying it, I had carved my name into legend.



    



    To exaggerate just a little, you could say I was practically a one-man army, capable of wiping out an entire village by myself.



    



    Of course, that was only possible thanks to some mysterious skill I’d stumbled upon, but the results speak for themselves.



    



    And yet, despite knowing all this, they still choose this path.



    



    It had to have been their plan from the start.



    



    "Irian. Chi Taen's Elf protector, Irian Alskra."



    



    You called yourself the Elf protector of this village. That means you're ready to take responsibility for the choices you've made.



    



    As I gathered my thoughts, I finally stopped focusing solely on Irian and started surveying the protectors surrounding us, packed tightly in formation.



    



    If Irian's anger had been aimed only at me, this wouldn’t have twisted out of control like this.



    



    Sure, I was furious about how they treated Keris and her group, but at least there was still room for negotiation, room to talk things out.



    



    But they crossed a line they shouldn’t have.



    



    So I spoke.



    



    "I request the Trial of the Forest."
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    “Are you out of your mind?”



    



    Irian blurted out instinctively. It was rare for him to use such harsh language, completely at odds with the spirit of the forest, but this time, he was dead serious.



    



    This elf, was he really sane?



    



    No one in their right mind would demand the Trial of the Forest from me in a situation like this. It was madness.



    



    “Of course I’m sane.”



    



    The elf standing before him, still youthful, with a faint trace of inexperience, answered without hesitation.



    



    Irian stared at Eldmir, the one who had made this absurd challenge, and then felt the weight of a piercing glare coming from behind him.



    



    It was Eldmir’s mother, Essiria Arhitea.



    



    Her eyes said it all: Don’t you dare accept that challenge.



    



    Her warning was clear, brimming with unshakable will. Her hand crept ever closer to her bow.



    



    Suddenly, Irian couldn’t hold it in anymore and burst into laughter. This whole situation was absurd.



    



    “Why are you laughing?”



    



    Eldmir's tone was cold, stripped of even the slightest hint of formality.



    



    Irian quickly composed himself, the grin fading from his lips.



    



    “Because it’s funny. So damn funny.”



    



    He spread his arms wide as if to emphasize the point.



    



    “This is Chi Taen, and I’m the Elf protector here. I told you that already, didn’t I? Yes, I made it very clear, Eldmir.”



    



    Then, pointing a finger directly at Eldmir, he continued:



    



    “And yet, here you are, looking like you can’t even hold a bow properly, challenging me to a trial? Are you serious right now?”



    



    “Dead serious.”



    



    Eldmir’s lips curved into a smirk, half mocking, half unsettling.



    



    “Oh, and about that bow thing? A bit of an exaggeration, don’t you think? What do you think I’m doing right now?”



    



    As he spoke, Eldmir gave a slow, rhythmic shake to the fist clutching Irian by the collar.



    



    The movement induced Irian’s body side to side.



    



    Despite several other protectors rushing to pull Eldmir’s hand off, his grip didn’t budge an inch.



    



    His sheer strength was shocking, and Irian felt cold sweat run down his back.



    



    This guy’s a monster. To think he can pull this off even in his condition…



    



    Just a day ago, Eldmir had been at death’s door. He’d spent an entire day lying unconscious, barely opening his eyes on the second.



    



    And now, not only was he up, but he was also displaying terrifying strength while demanding a trial.



    



    Even most monsters couldn’t manage this kind of raw power.



    



    Irian gently tapped Eldmir’s clenched fist with his palm.



    



    “Calm down. Looks like we’re both a little too worked up.”



    



    Eldmir frowned.



    



    “All this excitement? That’s on you. Every bit of it. Now you’re pretending to act all cool and level-headed? Hypocrite.”



    



    Eldmir’s words, sharp and pointed, made Irian narrow his eyes.



    



    “What are you talking about…?”



    



    “You know exactly what I’m talking about. First, you propped me up as some kind of hero, got everyone to play along, and then you pulled that little stunt with the kid I was looking after, used them as bait to piss me off. And then you started leaking your killing intent in these subtle, oh-so-clever ways. It was all planned, wasn’t it?”



    



    Eldmir leaned in close, his face mere inches from Irian’s. His voice dropped to a chilling whisper, thick with menace.



    



    “What’s your game, Irian? What are you trying to get out of me by making me angry?”



    



    "..."



    



    Well, well.



    



    Irian thought to himself.



    



    Turns out this one’s even more interesting than I thought.



    



    He fought to keep his lips from curling into a smirk. He tensed the muscles in his face to suppress it, but the result was a strange, twisted grimace that looked unnatural anyways.



    



    "...What the hell are you doing?"



    



    Eldmir asked, his face twisted in confusion as if he had just seen something bizarre.



    



    Irian nearly burst out laughing but quickly reined himself in. This wasn’t the time to lose his composure. He had no choice but to dig up a memory he didn’t want to revisit.



    



    The day another protector from a neighboring village had come to deliver the news of his parents’ deaths.



    



    The grief of that moment. The incomprehensible behavior of his tribe.



    



    Anger, rage, fury.



    



    The storm of emotions, once so overwhelming, suddenly subsided.



    



    With his expression now calm and collected, Irian gently grasped Eldmir’s fist.



    



    “Lord Eldmir, I was out of line.”



    



    “What?”



    



    “I apologize. I’ll apologize as many times as necessary. But for now, please, let go of your anger. I’m worried that this excessive rage might harm your health.”



    



    “Cut the crap! Just answer my question ”



    



    “Killing intent? That’s a misunderstanding. I admit I momentarily lost my temper and acted disrespectfully, but I swear on the forest itself, I had no intention of harming you or Lady Esiria.”



    



    “More nonsense…”



    



    “Please believe me. We had no plans to harm either of you. Not in the slightest.”



    



    “I asked you, didn’t I?” Eldmir’s voice grew colder.



    



    “Why did you provoke me? You still haven’t answered that. Don’t try to dodge the question.”



    



    Irian realized Eldmir was sharper than he had expected, but it made the situation all the more frustrating.



    



    How am I supposed to handle this brat?



    



    Weighing his options, he slowly began to speak.



    



    “…There were no malicious intentions. Honestly, whenever I think about my parents, I sometimes lose control of myself in ways even I don’t understand.”



    



    Irian met Eldmir’s piercing gaze head-on.



    



    “Once again, I apologize. A moment ago, I let my emotions get the better of me, and I directed those feelings toward your mother. It was an unacceptable act, plain and simple. You can mock me, insult me for being petty, it’s all true. I was wrong.”



    



    He then turned to Esiria.



    



    “Lady Esiria, you told me not to cross the line. You were absolutely right. I owe you an apology. I let my emotions cloud my judgment and said things unbecoming of someone in tune with the spirit of the forest. If not for your intervention



    



    Irian could feel Eldmir’s grip on his collar starting to loosen.



    



    While doubt still lingered in Eldmir’s sharp gaze, Irian could tell he was almost there. Internally, he smirked.



    



    “Of course. You said you’re requesting the Trial of the Forest? If that’s what it takes to cool your anger, I’ll accept. But not like this, Eldmir. A trial conducted in the heat of anger and chaos isn’t a trial, it’s just a fight. I don’t want my mistake to escalate into a senseless conflict between our tribe.”



    



    As he spoke, Irian gestured to the other protectors, who were hesitantly trying to intervene again.



    



    This time, they froze and backed off at his signal.



    



    Eldmir’s fist was still gripping his collar, but the tension continued to ease. Irian decided it was time to end this situation entirely.



    



    “Any discussions about the beastfolk can wait until we’ve both calmed down. It’s better for you, and for me.”



    



    “…Hmph.”



    



    After a pause, Eldmir finally let go of Irian’s collar. His hand slowly retreated as he stepped back, his eyes still wary.



    



    Bowing his head deeply, Irian spoke with sincerity.



    



    “Once again, I formally apologize, Eldmir.”



    



    “…No, no. I wasn’t exactly in the right either. I apologize too.”



    



    “As do I. It was wrong of me to act disrespectfully toward a fellow child of the forest.”



    



    Irian smiled softly, a calm and warm expression.



    



    “Though there was discord, the fact that we can now reconcile and apologize to one another is a blessing. Surely, the guidance of the forest has led us here.”



    



    He continued…



    



    “Now, let’s move to a more suitable place. Standing around like this isn’t ideal for any further discussion.”



    



    Behind the peaceful exterior, Irian’s inner thoughts betrayed a more calculating grin.



    



    Eldmir and Esiria followed Irian into a nearby house. It wasn’t far from the commotion they’d just caused, practically next door, really.



    



    For a moment, Eldmir wondered if they’d just picked the closest house out of convenience.



    



    The room they entered was unremarkable, looking like any other elven home. The design differed slightly from those in Le Ru’el, but it wasn’t anything particularly noteworthy.



    



    “Where are they?”



    



    Eldmir asked immediately upon stepping inside. He wasn’t interested in pleasantries, he wanted to see the kids with his own eyes.



    



    “They’re safe. Lady Esiria was quite insistent, so I made sure nothing happened to them.”



    



    “I want to see them for myself.”



    



    “…Very well.”



    



    With a resigned nod, Irian led them further into the house. Eldmir followed closely, suspicion clear on his face.



    



    When Irian opened the door to another room, Eldmir froze. In the middle of the room, four cats were huddled together on a bed.



    



    “…You guys…”



    



    “E-El-Eldmir!”



    



    “You’re… alive!”



    



    “Lady Esiria…!”



    



    The children’s tearful voices filled the room, shaky and choked with emotion.



    



    Esrin immediately ran to Eldmir, nearly throwing herself at him.



    



    Keris and Ersis both let out audible sighs of relief, while Ketrit quietly called out Essiria’s name, her voice low and trembling.



    



    “Thank the forest… you’re all safe,” Eldmir said, his voice soft but strained.



    



    “I told you, didn’t I?”



    



    Irian said with a faint smirk. “I know how to use discretion.”



    



    Though he silently admitted to himself that Esiria’s intervention had played a major role in keeping his temper in check.



    



    Avoiding Esiria’s sharp gaze, Irian shifted his attention elsewhere.



    



    “Eldmir!” Esrin cried as she clung to him.



    



    “Alright, alright, it’s good to see you too,”



    



    Eldmir said, catching her in his arms despite the pain it sent through his injured body.



    



    Keris frowned, worry etched on her face.



    



    “Are you okay? You were unconscious for two days.”



    



    “…Two days?”



    



    That was news to him. Eldmir blinked in surprise, turning to Esiria, who spoke as if she’d just remembered to tell him.



    



    “Son, it slipped my mind, but yes, it’s been two days since then.”



    



    “Oh… I see.”



    



    That explained why his injuries felt significantly better. He’d thought his recovery abilities had taken a surprising leap, but no, it was just time doing its work.



    



    Letting out a dry chuckle, Eldmir shook his head.



    



    “I’m still covered in scratches, but I’m holding up. What about you guys? You look like you’ve been through the wringer.”



    



    “We’re fine… They treated us well enough,”



    



    Esrin said hesitantly, though she added with a pout, “But they wouldn’t let us visit you while you were recovering.”



    



    Chuckling at her grumpy tone, Eldmir ruffled her hair. Her pout quickly turned into a beaming smile, and Eldmir’s face softened as he smiled back.



    



    Still, her clinging made him wince as it pressed against one of his wounds, so he gently pried her off.



    



    “Alright, I’m glad you’re all safe.”



    



    After patting each of them on the head, he finally asked, “So… what happens now?”



    



    "Lady Esiria was really worried about you."



    



    "Are your wounds... all healed now?"



    



    Keris, Ersis, and Ketrit took turns asking, almost like they had planned it.



    



    Eldmir couldn’t help but chuckle humourously, both flustered and amused. He answered them one by one.



    



    "There's nothing to worry about. I'm fine, really. I know my mother worries too much, but, well, I can’t exactly complain after being in that bad of a shape. Still, as you can see, I’m not in perfect condition, but it’s nothing serious. Thanks for worrying about me."



    



    Esiria clicked her tongue.



    



    "Nothing serious, you say? Do you have any idea how many times I went to El Rdarel every day, worrying about you?"



    



    "Ah, come on, Mother! Not in front of the kids!" Eldmir protested, embarrassed.



    



    "You keep quiet. Show up in front of me looking like that one more time, and this mother of yours won’t just sit back, you hear me?"



    



    Eldmir broke into a nervous sweat at her words.



    



    The scariest people, after all, were the ones who almost never got angry. When they finally did let it all out, years of pent-up frustration came crashing down at once.



    



    And right now, it felt like he was witnessing the cracks forming in that dam.
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    "Calm down, Mom. It's not like I enjoy getting hurt," Eldmir said.



    



    "That's why I’m telling you to be more careful!



    



    You seriously tried to fight eight War Hammers by yourself? You should've run away!"



    



    "Eight War Hammers?!"



    



    The beastfolk sisters shouted in disbelief. It seemed like they hadn’t known about it until now.



    



    "Heh heh, now do you understand how impressive I am?"



    



    Eldmir tried to act smug, but it didn’t work.



    



    Ersin panicked.



    



    "Oh my gosh, are you crazy?! You fought eight War Hammers?!"



    



    "Yeah, yeah, this kid’s reckless. He fought them all alone, too."



    



    "Alone? Eldmir, how are you even alive?!"



    



    Are they treating me like a ghost now? Eldmir thought. This was exactly what he expected.



    



    Damn.



    



    "Hey, hey, stop freaking out. The important thing is that I'm alive, and they’re all dead. I won. Got it?"



    



    "Unbelievable."



    



    Eldmir emphasized that he won and took them all down.



    



    Of course, half of them were taken down by other Sentinels, but considering he’d nearly finished off most of them, it wasn’t exactly a lie.



    



    The beastfolk sisters fell silent, staring at Eldmir like they were seeing a ghost. Eldmir turned his gaze to Essiria.



    



    "Why are you bringing up unnecessary things in front of the kids?"



    



    "Well, if you don’t want situations like this, you should handle things better next time."



    



    A silent exchange of glances passed between mother and son, and Eldmir sighed.



    



    They say a child can never beat their parent, but that wasn’t true in this case.



    



    "Got it? I’m really something. So you guys don’t have to worry. Just stay here and wait quietly. I’m going to have a quick talk with this guy."



    



    Eldmir gave a subtle nod to Irian, who had been watching from behind.



    



    Irian nodded back, opened the door, and stepped outside.



    



    Before Eldmir could follow, Keris stopped him.



    



    "Hey, Eldmir."



    



    "Yeah?"



    



    Keris hesitated for a moment before speaking.



    



    "Actually, we heard it. The things you shouted outside."



    



    "Uh... really?"



    



    He felt embarrassed. Had they really heard all that commotion? He thought back to the pointless things he’d said.



    



    Keris, flushing, mumbled, "Thank you."



    



    "Huh?"



    



    "Thank you. Honestly, we didn’t mean anything to you... we were just passing enemies, right?"



    



    She lowered her head, mumbling in a tiny voice. Eldmir chuckled quietly.



    



    Just then, he noticed Esiria giving him a signal as she stepped out the door.



    



    At his mother’s unspoken request to calm the girls down, Eldmir nodded silently.



    



    "Why the sudden wind?"



    



    "Ugh... You’re impossible! I’m trying to thank you, and you—!"



    



    Keris lifted her head, shouting, her face turning as red as a tomato.



    



    "It’s you who’s weird! Just like that elf said, we were your enemies! For all we know, there are beastfolk out there still fighting your people! Not everyone’s going to treat us like… like guests!"



    



    “Well, I don’t think what I did was as hard as you think. It was something I could do, so I like to believe that anyone could’ve done it too,”



    



    Eldmir said, stepping away from the door and slowly walking toward her. He placed his hand over her head and ruffled her hair a bit roughly.



    



    "Ugh."



    



    Keris's ears perked up at his touch, and she tensed, feeling the movement pass through his hand and fingers. It was unexpectedly soft.



    



    “I just think that if what I do can mean something big to someone, then that’s what matters. To me, something as simple as ‘doing it’ could be a ‘help’ to you guys.”



    



    "...How can you be like that?"



    



    “What do you mean?”



    



    “You... you said that. Just like that elf’s parents, someone you care about could go through something similar with us. Aren’t you scared of that?”



    



    Her large eyes were filled with anxiety, and she trembled like a child afraid of being scolded.



    



    “Heh…”



    



    He laughed softly, trying to figure out how to respond. He thought about how to comfort this small, thoughtful, and anxious girl who was carrying so much weight on her shoulders.



    



    “You don’t have to carry the burden of your whole tribe, Keris.”



    



    “...!”



    



    Eldmir lowered his body to meet her gaze. She flinched for a moment at how close he was, but soon met his eyes quietly.



    



    He could see it clearly in her eyes. The weight she was carrying, the pressure she was putting on herself almost to the point of self-blame, fighting with herself.



    



    She looked like he did in the past, constantly struggling.



    



    “The reason you’re a princess is not because you’re strong, or because you’re a War Beast. It’s just because of that. If it weren’t for that, look at what happened to the others. Despite all that, you still feel this responsibility.”



    



    Her own people had betrayed her once. Following their instincts, they turned on the weak to prove they were the strongest.



    



    And yet, she still thought like a princess and acted like one. She was still the princess of a fallen tribe, tightly binding herself with her own isolation.



    



    Above all, she didn’t need to feel guilty. Her own kind had already shown their claws, and she was just as much a victim.



    



    But she kept taking on the guilt as though their mistakes were hers.



    



    “Kid, whatever you decide to do, whether you get god's power back, restore your tribe, or whatever else, it’s not for me to say. But this, I know better than anyone.”



    



    “...”



    



    “Don’t let responsibility eat you alive. Their mistakes are theirs, not yours. What you need is not to waste your emotions on them, but to focus on yourself moving forward.”



    



    “...”



    



    “Think about what’s really important to you. Find what you truly value. Understand where your happiness comes from. Whether that’s your sisters or even some dream you haven’t realized yet. If your dream really is to restore your tribe, then sure... you can feel a little responsibility for that.”



    



    He shrugged and straightened up, gently tapping her shoulder.



    



    “You stubborn, good kid, you’re allowed to be a little selfish. Just like I help you guys for my own reasons, you should put ‘you’ in your principles too.”



    



    “...”



    



    He glanced around at the other sisters, Esrin, Ketrit and smiled softly at each of them.



    



    "Are you not scared? Well, of course, I’m scared. Right now, somewhere out there, your people might be hurting my tribe.”



    



    He could feel Keris flinch at his words.



    



    He gave her shoulders a light tap and took his hand away.



    



    “But so what? You’re different from them. You wouldn’t do that, right? That’s enough. No need to worry.”



    



    They were different. He helped them because he believed in it. He saw them as friends. They were separate from those others.



    



    “Does that answer your question? I hope it does.”



    



    With that, he ruffled her hair one last time before leaving the room.



    



    Left behind, Keris touched her head where his hand had been, staring at the spot where he’d disappeared. Her face had turned bright red as she hugged her head.



    



    Irian and my mother were already seated, talking. I had asked them to wait while I spoke first, but it seemed it took a bit longer than I expected.



    



    When I sat next to my mother, Irian greeted me with a nod.



    



    "How far did you get in the story?"



    



    "Hmm, we were explaining how we ended up meeting Keris and why we're treating those kids as guests."



    



    "Ah, so from there, huh?"



    



    She hadn’t even listened to any of the story while I was unconscious for those two days. I clicked my tongue inwardly and sat down next to my mother as Irian looked at me.



    



    "Eldmir, I won’t drag on with the petty talk about needing to harm the Beastfolk or how they’re from the same tribe as my parents' killers. As you said, that’s just my personal grudge, and to you, they might just be guests you need to guide."



    



    His declaration of leaving behind old grudges made me think that maybe things could start going in the right direction. With a bit of hope, Irian spoke again.



    



    "That’s why I want to hear your thoughts again. Just like how I approach them with my personal grudge, other elves likely feel the same way. Even if they don’t share my grudge, the relationship with them exists, after all. Eldmir, why have you accepted them as guests?"



    



    Irian’s face was serious as he looked at me, as if he needed to hear this answer. It was a question worth having, after all.



    



    It wasn’t by chance that the three protectors of El Lien were hostile toward Keris and didn’t understand me. Their behavior wasn’t due to their rough nature, it was simply because it was the way things were in the world.



    



    "Your concerns are valid. To other elves, I probably look like a madman leading enemies into the forest," I said, nodding in agreement with her words.



    



    "There shouldn’t be enemies among my guests. If I make a mistake, it could lead to a crisis threatening our village, our people, and even the World Tree."



    



    I gave a low laugh after saying that. It was half a bitter chuckle, half self-mockery.



    



    "But my thoughts are different from yours. Overall, yes, the Beastmen are our enemies. There’s no denying that. But just because those kids are Beastmen, it doesn’t mean they’re our enemies. That’s not the case."



    



    I stared directly into Irian’s eyes as I spoke.



    



    "Thanks to the protectors, the peace of the forest is being maintained. I’m not unaware of their efforts. Considering how the brothers have devoted centuries to the forest, I’m not blind to how much I owe them. But tell me, why have we only been protecting all this time?"



    



    At my sudden shift in topic, Irian furrowed his brow.



    



    "Only protecting? What do you mean by that?"



    



    "We've only been either protecting or occasionally invading for revenge. Isn't that a bit too barbaric for elves, who are supposed to be symbols of harmony?"



    



    "What... we’ve proven our pride through history. In the past, we’ve attempted to interact with other races many times to spread teachings, showed mercy to those who invaded the forest, and spread the benefits of the forest to those outside. Are you saying you’re belittling our way?"



    



    Irian raised his voice in excitement, but after a breath, he continued in a calmer tone.



    



    "That statement is an insult to our entire race. It suggests that you’ve forgotten who you are."



    



    Irian spoke firmly, but his words didn’t carry anger, he was simply logically arguing against my thoughts. It was likely a response borne from his own doubts about his beliefs.



    



    However, I shook my head.



    



    "You’ve misunderstood the point I’m making. I may not have even undergone the coming-of-age ceremony yet, but I’m still an elf who grew up with the teachings of the forest. I know full well the mercy we show to those who are enemies of the forest. But..."



    



    Should I say it?



    



    A small doubt stirred within me. This was a thought I’d held for 20 years, a conflict and doubt I’d been carrying with me since I was born and raised in the elven village. A dangerous thought that might seem absurd if others heard it.



    



    For the first time, I started to express a thought I had kept to myself all this time.



    



    "What I mean is... we are elves. We are a race that values harmony, not Beastmen or goblins or anything else."



    



    Finally, the frustration and doubt I had carried inside me began to spill out.



    



    "So when did our race become so closed off? When did we change into this?"
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    “…What did you just say?”



    



    Irian’s voice was rough, as though he was struggling to process my words.



    



    “You’re an Elf protector, aren’t you?” I began, keeping my tone calm.



    



    “To rise to that position, you must have not only extraordinary abilities but also centuries of trust from the villagers. So, let me ask you this: over the hundreds of years you’ve lived, how often have you left the forest? And I don’t mean to fight enemies, I mean purely for exchange, even something trivial, like a casual stroll.”



    



    Irian’s face stiffened, his expression uncertain.



    



    After a moment of thought, he replied with a reluctant grimace,



    



    “…Not once.”



    



    “I figured as much.”



    



    Even though I expected the answer, hearing it aloud brought a bitter smile to my face.



    



    “Of course, you haven’t. We elves love to talk about the ‘First Era,’ about the harmony of that time, but we’ve never actually practiced it. Not once. Do you understand what I mean? We elves have never made an effort to communicate with the beastfolk or tried to achieve harmony with other races.”



    



    Harmony.



    



    It’s supposed to be the most sacred value for us elves.



    



    But to me, it’s always felt twisted.



    



    The so-called “harmony” we’ve upheld isn’t about finding common ground with others. It’s been nothing but passive adaptation.



    



    If others were friendly, we’d be friendly. If they were hostile, we’d be hostile. It was entirely reactive, never proactive.



    



    And because of that mindset, we’ve distanced ourselves from every other race, and that isolation has solidified into what we now call “harmony.”



    



    “This isn’t harmony.”



    



    It’s compliance.



    



    And not just compliance, but a distorted, warped version of it.



    



    “Is this really what we elves mean by harmony? When did our so-called harmony turn into isolation? When did this twisted habit take root in our way of thinking?”



    



    I clenched my fists without realizing it.



    



    This mindset—this cursed way of thinking—is why we elves became enemies of the other races.



    



    And ultimately, it’s why we were the first to fall in the Great Race Wars.



    



    It’s a cancer, eating away at our society.



    



    “I don’t want to live like that anymore. If we truly value harmony, we need to break free from this isolation and strive for real harmony. If this closed-off way of thinking is truly what the teachings of the forest demand…”



    



    I let out a dry laugh.



    



    “Then yes, you’re right. Maybe I have lost sight of my identity as an elf.”



    



    This was the truth I’d been carrying with me all along.



    



    During my time playing the game, and now, as I live this life as an elf, I’ve thought endlessly about what it means to be one.



    



    Is the way we live really the right way?



    



    Was our early defeat in the Race Wars simply due to being outmatched?



    



    What went wrong?



    



    I’ve pondered these questions endlessly, and in the end, I came to my own conclusion.



    



    Something is fundamentally broken about the way we live now.



    



    The teachings of the forest speak of the beauty of the First Era, a time when all races coexisted in harmony.



    



    But where, in our current way of life, can you see any of that harmony?



    



    We chant the Oath of the Forest, sing of harmony with nature, and claim to follow the spirit of the forest, yet we’ve allowed this toxic isolationism to seep into every aspect of our lives.



    



    And because of that, I became an outcast.



    



    I challenged their way of life. I disrupted their norms with ideas they couldn’t imagine.



    



    Sure, maybe my methods weren’t always right, and maybe that’s why they called me a heretic. But I couldn’t accept their way of life.



    



    “Many have called my thinking wrong, and whispered that I’m an outcast. They mocked me, asking why I would defend the beastfolk. They said I only think this way because I’ve never fought them in battle.”



    



    I scoffed at the thought.



    



    “Battle? Oh, I’ve fought them. I’ve spilled their blood, taken their lives, and survived by the skin of my teeth. I’m not defending them.”



    



    I shook my head.



    



    “I’m not mocking my tribe or putting myself on a pedestal. I just don’t agree with this way of life. And because of that, I accepted Keris and her group.



    



    “If something doesn’t sit right with me, then I’ll fix it myself. If the elves won’t take the first step, then I will. I’ll start with the beastfolk, try to mend our relationship. They’re a dying race, sure, but that doesn’t matter. If I can show others that I can befriend them, maybe the others will start to think differently too.”



    



    Maybe it’s because I remember my past life as a human that I can think this way.



    



    I don’t deny that.



    



    But so what?



    



    There’s nothing wrong with being an elf with a broader perspective.



    



    “Call it what you want—it’s just a ‘flexible mindset.’”



    



    I looked directly at Irian, my voice firm.



    



    “Irian, I’m going to befriend Keris and her group. And after that? The monsters, the werewolves, the humans—any race I can. I’ll show everyone that what the elves call ‘harmony’ isn’t just about the forest. I’ll prove you’re all wrong. Harmony isn’t about one-sided compliance or isolation.”



    



    Irian’s gaze burned with an unusual intensity as he listened to me.



    



    “…The monsters tried to kill you. Just two days ago, they nearly succeeded. And you’re still saying you want to befriend them?”



    



    “And I killed them too,” I replied, unflinching.



    



    “They attacked first, but in the end, I’m just as much their enemy as they are mine. If they can let go of their ambitions against the World Tree, we can all be friends.”



    



    Besides, the monsters I’ve met recently are nothing like the ones I’ve known before.



    



    “Eternal victory? Genocide as their mission?”



    



    I couldn’t help but laugh.



    



    “That’s nonsense. At least, not the monters I’ve known. They’re not about winning or wiping anyone out—they just live for the fight itself. Endless struggle, neither victory nor defeat, just the thrill of battle. And now they’re talking about conquest? It’s ridiculous.”



    



    “I’m not sure if factions are forming or what, but I know not all monsters are like that.”



    



    Of course, it’s not going to be easy.



    



    Most races still see the World Tree as nothing more than a strategic resource and won’t stop targeting it.



    



    Especially the Dark Elves—they downright hate us. To them, the World Tree is a symbol of loathing, something they believe must be destroyed.



    



    And honestly? I’m not about to try and make peace with the Dark Elves or anyone else obsessed with the World Tree.



    



    I’m just saying that with some of the other races—ones where we can find even a small bit of common ground—we might be able to achieve harmony.



    



    That’s the only way our race can avoid destruction.



    



    Sure, there are those out there, like the Dark Elves or some human kingdoms, who harbor an irrational obsession with the World Tree.



    



    But the races near this forest? They don’t covet it as much.



    



    For them, simply being near the tree is enough of an advantage. The hostility between us is more about the grudges we’ve built over countless years, grudges so old no one even remembers how they started.



    



    “If this keeps going, we’re going to be wiped out by the enemies we’ve created. We can’t protect ourselves without help.”



    



    The elves’ isolation, meant to protect the World Tree, has only made things worse.



    



    We turned the entire continent against us, and in the end, we were left with no allies and met our downfall.



    



    “Tell me, as the Elf protector of Chi Taen, how much longer do you think we can guard this forest alone? What will we do when the Dark Elves come with their sinister schemes, fully prepared to invade the World Tree? Or when the monsters, fueled by the blessing of Ka Haran, launch an all-out assault? And after that? What about the next wave? How long can we keep doing this on our own?”



    



    “…”



    



    Irian looked like the thought had never even crossed his mind.



    



    That’s why he had no response.



    



    But that’s the norm, isn’t it?



    



    Who could’ve predicted the Race Wars?



    



    Who could’ve foreseen the resurrection of an ancient dragon straight out of myth?



    



    Who could’ve imagined…



    



    That the elves would fall.



    



    No one expected it.



    



    And that’s why I’m the only one who can say these things now.



    



    “Irian, we need to break out of this suffocating isolation. I’m not saying I have all the answers, but I’ve found at least one. Those kids are part of it.”



    



    “They’re a dying race. Even if we help them, they won’t be of any use to us…”



    



    I couldn’t hold back anymore and snapped at him.



    



    “For crying out loud, Irian! Were you even listening to me? I’m helping those kids not because I want to turn them into pawns to protect the World Tree, but because I want to break our isolation—and because I genuinely want to help them! When did I ever say I wanted to use other races as tools for our benefit? Achieving harmony doesn’t mean turning them into our soldiers. It means coexisting!”



    



    “…My apologies. That was out of line.”



    



    Irian bowed deeply, and I took a moment to calm myself.



    



    My mother gently placed her hand over mine, a quiet reminder to breathe. I gave her hand a quick squeeze and let go, continuing in a more measured tone.



    



    “As I said, this isn’t going to be easy. But the fact that we can make progress is what matters. Not giving up—that’s what counts.”



    



    There’s no guarantee that we can even sit down and have a proper conversation with them.



    



    Just like we see them as enemies, they see us as enemies too. Hoping for coexistence right now might be a bit too optimistic.



    



    I let out a long sigh.



    



    Honestly, I didn’t expect Irian to fully understand me.



    



    I’ve said before that this era’s way of thinking is primitive, and I wasn’t exaggerating.



    



    There’s no concept of enlightenment here.



    



    Their thinking is like that of children—just repeating what they hear, say, write, and learn without truly progressing.



    



    “Irian, I hope you’ll come to understand what I’m saying. Truly.”



    



    “…I’ll admit, I don’t fully understand yet. I suppose it’s because I still have much to learn.”



    



    “No, I’m not blaming you. …I wouldn’t be called an outcast for nothing, would I?”



    



    I smiled bitterly at my own words, and Irian shook his head.



    



    “No. Hearing you just now, I realized something. Your ideas… they’re noble. They’re like a truth only those who deeply reflect on the future of us elves can reach. Honestly, I can’t help but admire how you managed to think that far ahead.”



    



    His eyes told me he was being sincere.



    



    There was an intensity in them now, almost like a fire of conviction.



    



    It was the kind of look that carried both determination and longing.



    



    “You’re absolutely right. My personal grudges don’t matter. The teachings of the forest and El Radarel never intended for us elves to become such foolish beings.”



    



    His words carried a sense of deep regret, but there was also a strong resolve in them.



    



    “Eldmir, I want to learn from you. Not just me—our entire village of elves wants to learn!”



    



    “Uh… isn’t that a bit much?”



    



    “Not at all!”



    



    With a loud bang, he slammed both hands onto the table.



    



    The sound was so sharp, I almost wanted to ask if his hands were okay.



    



    Suddenly, Irian was acting… intense. Like, really intense.



    



    There was almost a sense of reverence in his eyes now.



    



    “Didn’t I tell you? Thanks to you, I’ve opened my eyes! And it’s not just me—most elves are like this! I want to share your words with every elf in this village, and beyond that, with the elves of El Rel!”



    



    El Rel. The village at the heart of the forest.



    



    In other words, the elves directly guarding the World Tree.



    



    “Alright, alright, calm down and take a seat. I appreciate what you’re saying, but I’d really prefer if this happens gradually. Rushing things might end up backfiring, you know.”



    



    If things change too quickly, people might reject the shift in thinking outright.



    



    Not that I’m some kind of philosopher who knows this for sure, but better safe than sorry, right?



    



    “Still, uh, thanks. Really. You’re the first person who’s ever understood my ideas this much.”



    



    Honestly, I didn’t expect it.



    



    I thought for sure Irian would dismiss me as an outcast, like the others in the village—like Istain and the rest.



    



    But for him to support me and resonate with my thoughts like this? It was surprising, maybe even a little overwhelming.



    



    I scratched my cheek awkwardly, trying to hide my grin, when I heard a low voice from beside me.



    



    “Well, maybe if you’d actually shared your thoughts like this before, someone might’ve understood you sooner.”



    



    “……”



    



    Oh no.



    



    Mom’s sulking again.
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    As I was racking my brain, trying to figure out how to calm Mom down, Irian cleared his throat.



    



    “I’ll step back from the beastfolk girls from now on. Eldmir, I don’t know what kind of change your presence will bring to this forest, but I’ll be rooting for you.”



    



    Saying that, he bowed, bringing his left fist behind his back while placing his right hand, index and middle finger extended, over his chest, right in the center.



    



    “Glory to the forest.”



    



    The Sentinel's motto.



    



    I couldn’t help but smile at him in return.



    



    “May the forest be glorious.”



    



    Since I’m not a protector, I couldn’t use their exact motto, but hey, a little paraphrasing should be fine, right?



    



    I grinned, and seeing me, Irian grinned back.



    



    As our smiles met, we both burst out laughing.



    



    With a good-natured chuckle, I nudged him back into his seat.



    



    We weren’t done talking yet. There were still things left to discuss.



    



    And honestly, I wanted to keep talking with him a bit longer.



    



    After all, this was the first time anyone in this world had resonated with my ideas. How could I not feel good about that?



    



    It was like having a friend from another village for the first time.



    



    Dangerous.



    



    That was the only thought running through Irian’s head.



    



    It struck him the moment he began to understand Eldmir’s philosophy.



    



    At first, he’d had other plans.



    



    He’d wondered how to manipulate this talented young warrior and drag him down to the same level as himself.



    



    But those thoughts disappeared in an instant.



    



    Instead, his mind was now overwhelmed with one alarming realization: the boy in front of him was far more dangerous than he’d ever imagined.



    



    Eldmir! Eldmir Arhitea!!!



    



    At first, he thought the boy was like him.



    



    When he heard about how other elves didn’t understand Eldmir, how the boy called himself an outcast, he’d assumed he’d found a new ally, someone who’d walk the same path.



    



    But that had been a mistake.



    



    Elldmir wasn’t an ally. He was the greatest threat to Irian’s goals.



    



    He’s way sharper than I thought.



    



    Eldmir had to be dealt with. Eliminated. For the sake of Irian’s future.



    



    His eyes burned with a strange intensity as he made up his mind.



    



    “Elldmir, I have a small favor to ask.”



    



    Since our discussion earlier, after he expressed his agreement with my philosophy, the mood had been pretty lighthearted.



    



    Well, except for Mom still being a bit sulky. That had me sweating bullets, but things with Irian had been going great.



    



    We’d been casually chatting when he suddenly shifted gears and spoke up.



    



    “A favor?”



    



    It was a bit out of the blue, but the word quest popped into my mind.



    



    I almost laughed to myself.



    



    This isn’t a game world, so what quest? I really need to get my head straight.



    



    “Actually, it’s not such a small favor,” he admitted, looking serious.



    



    “And to be clear, there’s no reason you need to agree to it. I just… after hearing your thoughts, I felt like I’ve been shaken awake. I think I’ve been forgetting that the true mission of us protectors is to prevent danger before it arises.”



    



    Man, this guy talks a lot.



    



    And annoyingly, he’s so smooth with it too.



    



    I offered him a light smile, trying to ease any tension.



    



    “No need to beat around the bush. What’s the favor?”



    



    Irian spoke bluntly, leaning his elbows on the table and clasping his hands together.



    



    “As you know, Eldmir, our village, Chi Taen, often interacts with external forces.”



    



    It wasn’t just Chi Taen. All the villages located on the outskirts of the World Tree forest were in the same situation. Think of it as being on the frontlines or near the border.



    



    Because of this, villages like Chi Taen and El Lien had many protectors among their elves. In short, this place was far from peaceful.



    



    “As a result, we’ve had encounters with scouting parties from factions targeting the World Tree, as well as other groups with malicious intentions toward the forest,” Irian continued.



    



    This wasn’t exactly surprising. As mentioned before, the elves of this forest had many enemies.



    



    The reason for this was the World Tree, known as the source of all life and the origin of this land. Its immense life force made it an irresistible target for all kinds of factions.



    



    Just being near the World Tree supposedly infuses your body with the forest’s energy, healing illnesses and purifying your inner strength.



    



    But more importantly, its mere existence influenced the entire continent.



    



    In the game, if the elves were wiped out during a faction war, the World Tree would inevitably fall into someone else’s hands.



    



    Depending on the faction, it could be harnessed for their benefit or, in the worst cases, burned or corrupted by monsters, goblins or dark elves, weakening the continent’s overall vitality.



    



    “Recently, we managed to track down some of these groups to what we believe is their base. However, it was too dangerous to fully explore,” Irian said.



    



    “…Are you asking us to wipe them out?” I asked.



    



    He chuckled and shook his head.



    



    “No, of course not. I wouldn’t dare make such an unreasonable request.”



    



    Then he grabbed a scroll from the edge of the desk and unfurled it on the table. It was a map detailing the forest around the World Tree and its neighboring regions.



    



    Pointing at one spot, Irian said, “This is our village.”



    



    He then traced his finger diagonally to a place marked “Dragon’s Head Pass,” a rocky mountain.



    



    “It’s about a two-day journey from here. This area, known as Dragon’s Head Pass, is home to dragons.”



    



    Dragon’s Head Pass… It was a name I’d come across in the game before. It was known as a good spot to hunt or capture dragons, though there weren’t many of them.



    



    “But according to our scouts, dark elves have set up a settlement there,” Irian revealed.



    



    …So, things were a bit different here.



    



    Dark elves, the descendants of El Ruir—the first corrupted elf—were those who turned their backs on the World Tree. They hid across the land, scheming to bring about its downfall.



    



    And now, they were reportedly living in Dragon’s Head Pass?



    



    “Those traitors?”



    



    My mother, Esiria, said with a low, cold voice. She looked visibly upset—an unusual display of emotion for her.



    



    “Yes, Lady Esiria. Those cursed creatures have shown their faces once more. They’ve not only forsaken their roots and embraced corruption but also seek to taint the World Tree itself,”



    



    Irian said, his eyes burning with determination.



    



    I could already see where this was going—a quest to eliminate the dark elves.



    



    In the game, quests were categorized by type, each with its own difficulty. While not absolute, most quests adhered to their category’s difficulty level.



    



    Extermination quests, for example, were known to be among the tougher ones.



    



    This one involved dark elves and was set in a dangerous area full of dragons. Definitely not the kind of quest you’d take on during the early stages of the game.



    



    ‘Then again, I’ve been handling things like the Beastmen extinction route during the tutorial, so what’s one more challenge…’



    



    Taking down dark elves wasn’t the issue. They were strong, sure, but I’d faced tougher warriors from other species on the frontlines.



    



    Based on pure combat ability, I could handle a few squads of them. Even if they had learned to ride dragons, it wouldn’t be a huge problem since protectors excelled in aerial combat.



    



    ‘If Chi Taen’s elves joined us, along with Irian and myself, we’d have more than enough firepower,’ I thought.



    



    The real issue was stealth. Bringing a large group would undoubtedly alert the dark elves.



    



    As skilled protectors, they’d easily detect us.



    



    ‘They’re traitors, but their abilities as scouts are top-notch. With no spirits to rely on, they’ve honed their skills to the extreme. Their archery and tracking abilities are on par with, if not better than, ours.’



    



    “Irian, I’m grateful to you. I respect you and hold you in high regard.”



    



    But…



    



    “This is a separate matter. As you know, we have our own mission to complete.”



    



    It was the truth.



    



    Dark elves, especially ones riding dragons, weren’t opponents to take lightly. If I’d completed my coming-of-age ceremony and had access to the full system, it’d be a different story.



    



    But with the situation involving the Keris sisters still unresolved, I couldn’t afford to take such a risk.



    



    My mother nodded in agreement, though her expression showed that the dark elves still weighed heavily on her mind.



    



    “As an elf myself… I’d love nothing more than to hunt down those traitorous Dark Elves right now, but I don’t think it’s a task I’m ready to take on, Irian. If the situation is that dire, wouldn’t it be better to request help from El Rell instead?”



    



    El Rell?



    



    The central power of the forest. With their forces, they could easily wipe out the Dark Elves on the outskirts.



    



    Sure, the High Elf working with the Dark Elves bothered me, but if we explained the danger of Dragon's Head Path, El Rell might send a High Elf to deal with the Dark Elves.



    



    But when I suggested it, Irian gave me a bitter smile and shook his head.



    



    “We’ve considered requesting help from El Rell, but the situation has become far too urgent for that.”



    



    “Urgent…?”



    



    “With the spirits, sending a message to El Rell would be quick. Even if it takes time for them to physically arrive here in Chi Taen, their forced march speed wouldn’t take more than two weeks, tops.”



    



    Wait—two weeks might actually be too long.



    



    “Our scouts discovered that the Dark Elves are planning to use a fragment of El Ruir to corrupt the forest.”



    



    “El Ruir’s fragment?”



    



    The name rang a bell but barely. I frowned, trying to recall. Something about the Dark Elves using it against the Elves…



    



    But the details escaped me. It had been too long, and I hadn’t cared much about elves back then.



    



    I figured I could try to remember later and focused on what Irian was saying instead. When I gave him my attention, he continued.



    



    “It’s a strange item, radiating a vile energy that disturbs the natural balance. Whether it’s an artifact or a dark magic tool, we’re not entirely sure. But what’s certain is… if they fly dragons over the World Tree and launch an assault…”



    



    Irian trailed off, glancing between my mother and me.



    



    I could guess the rest and responded in disbelief.



    



    “They’re planning a head-on assault on the World Tree? Completely reckless?”



    



    Was that even an event in the game? I didn’t recall anything like it. Still, I couldn’t dismiss the possibility.



    



    The Dark Elves had always aimed to corrupt or destroy the World Tree. If there was even a slight chance of success, they’d stop at nothing.



    



    “But the forest is guarded by protectors everywhere. They can’t just recklessly charge in without facing resistance. If we alert the surrounding villages quickly through the spirits, they could easily prepare to repel the dragons’ attack…”



    



    “You can’t underestimate them. Why do you think those Dark Elves, who have been lying low for so long, would suddenly risk everything on a suicide charge?”



    



    That shut me up.



    



    I exchanged uneasy glances with my mother. There was something ominous in Irian’s tone.



    



    “Are you saying… they don’t even need to reach the World Tree directly?”



    



    “That’s our assumption, yes.”



    



    My mother’s anxious gaze turned to me.



    



    She respected my decisions, but it was clear she couldn’t just stand by after hearing this. Her sense of duty as a protector wouldn’t let her.



    



    I sighed, pressing my knees.



    



    “…But as you can see, I’m injured. I’m in no condition to help right now.”



    



    “That’s fine for now. But we have to act within three or four days at most. Factoring in the time it’ll take to reach Dragon’s Head Path, the window is tight.”



    



    Irian’s expression was dead serious, his protector instincts likely screaming at him.



    



    “With our help, your injuries could be mostly healed. I know this is an unreasonable request, but…”



    



    “You don’t have to say anymore.”



    



    I cut him off with a heavy sigh.



    



    Honestly, I thought the whole situation was absurd, but the request was too dire to ignore.



    



    “…Can’t we wait a week instead?”



    



    “A week?”



    



    Irian tilted his head, confused, while I scrambled for an explanation.



    



    I couldn’t exactly tell him, “Just let me finish my coming-of-age ceremony so I can unlock my game system and become super OP.”



    



    “Well… I mean, to fully recover and regain my strength, I’ll need about a week.”



    



    The path wasn’t even in a forest, and facing a high-ranking enemy there was risky. But with my system unlocked, I’d stand a much better chance.



    



    “Honestly, even three or four days is uncertain. As I said, we don’t have much time.”



    



    Irian’s response made me groan, and after a moment of thought, he added,



    



    “Then how about this? Eldmir, you stay here and focus on recovering, while Lady Esiria comes with us…”



    



    “That’s not happening.”



    



    I cut him off immediately.



    



    Sure, my mother was an exceptional protector, but there was no way I was letting her walk into that danger alone.



    



    “You don’t need to worry so much, Er. I wouldn’t be going alone; I’d have Chi Taen’s protectors with me.”



    



    “Even so…”



    



    As I stubbornly objected, Irian interjected again.



    



    “We won’t be taking a large group.”



    



    What now?



    



    Wouldn’t they need every available hand?



    



    While I frowned in confusion, my mother nodded in understanding.



    



    “A small, elite team?”



    



    “Yes. To avoid detection.”



    



    Ah. That made sense.



    



    It’d be impossible to infiltrate unnoticed if they brought too many people.



    



    “The Dark Elves have already claimed Dragon’s Head Path as their base. If we tried to storm in head-on, they’d see us coming miles away.”



    



    So they’d go in with a small team to stay under the radar.



    



    Which only made me more determined not to let my mother go alone.



    



    “Er, just as you have a duty to lead, I have a duty as a protector. I can’t turn a blind eye to the forest’s danger.”



    



    Her resolute tone made it clear her mind was made up.



    



    And, as much as I hated it, I understood. I’d been raised as a forest protector too.



    



    “…Fine.”



    



    I spoke up at last.



    



    I couldn’t let her go alone. If I joined, I could at least help.



    



    “Alright. I’ll help you.”



    



    Irian’s face lit up in relief. My mother’s expression softened with pride.



    



    “Thank you, Er. With you by my side, I’ll feel much more confident.”



    



    “Thank you both. I know this is asking a lot, but…”



    



    “…Just make sure to prepare thoroughly,” I said, sighing.



    



    Irian nodded.



    



    “We will. Let’s meet again in three days.”



    



    Three days?



    



    I could only hope my wounds would heal in time.
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    "Well, I’ll be leaving now. I hope you rest well and recover. Oh, I’ll have two Sentinels stationed outside. If you need anything, just let them know," Irian said before completely leaving the room.



    



    As soon as he disappeared, I felt a sense of relief, like all the tension in my body drained away.



    



    My vision flipped, and my body felt completely exhausted.



    



    I was hit by dizziness and almost fell off my chair, but instead, I slumped back into it.



    



    "Son? Are you alright?"



    



    "Ah... I just want to rest a bit. It's nothing serious."



    



    I said that, trying to make it sound like nothing, hoping my mother would believe me. It seemed to work because her voice sounded understanding.



    



    "Well, let's at least check out the room. This place will probably be our home for a while."



    



    "Yeah, you're right."



    



    As the dizziness slowly faded and my vision started to return, I stretched and groaned, then tried to get up. But before I could, my mother asked,



    



    "Which room will you be using? There's only one empty room left."



    



    "Ah... really?"



    



    As she said, there were only two rooms in the house—one where the Keris sisters were staying and the empty room my mother mentioned.



    



    Well, with only two rooms, I guess I should take the separate one…



    



    "Did that elf leave?"



    



    "Ah, you scared me."



    



    Just then, the door opened slightly, and Esrin popped her head in, asking cautiously.



    



    I let out a small laugh and said, "Yeah, he’s gone. You can come out now."



    



    As soon as I said that, four cats rushed out of the room.



    



    It looked so much like real cats that it was both cute and funny, making me laugh even more.



    



    "Wow, Eldmir-sama, you were really impressive. I’m touched."



    



    "I saw it too, Eldmir."



    



    "I... I agree with Eldmir-sama. He was awesome."



    



    The three sisters, except for Keris, spoke in turns.



    



    I was taken aback by their sudden reaction, feeling lost, so I asked, "You were listening the whole time?"



    



    "Of course. We were right next door, talking loudly. Don’t you remember? We're Beastfolk, you know?"



    



    Esrin said with pride, her cat ears twitching.



    



    Her older sister, Ershi, also gave a faint smile, her usual blank expression replaced with one that seemed to show some pride.



    



    "It seems there's still a lot for you to learn about us. You must be the first elf to become friends with Beastfolk. Better study up," Ershi added with a confident tone.



    



    "...What’s with that confidence? You little ones."



    



    It’s strange how these kids regain their confidence so weirdly. They’re acting like this just because they overheard something? I couldn’t keep up with their mood.



    



    "Hehe, you can’t listen to adults' conversations like that."



    



    Before I could say anything, my mother had come over and was playfully pinching Esrin and Ershi’s cheeks.



    



    It wasn’t really scolding, just a gesture filled with affection and teasing.



    



    "Ow! But Eldmir-sama hasn’t even had his coming-of-age ceremony yet!"



    



    "...That hurts."



    



    Esrin flailed her arms and cried out, and my mother, acting surprised, said, "Oh, you're right. Then let's say you're only half guilty."



    



    With that, my mother let go of them and patted their cheeks as if she were gently smoothing rice cakes.



    



    The two cats rubbed their cheeks and smiled.



    



    "...Mother."



    



    I couldn’t say anything as I watched how close they had become.



    



    Then Keris quietly came up beside me and sat next to me.



    



    "Was that for real?" she asked softly.



    



    "Huh? What do you mean?"



    



    "The part about becoming friends with all the nearby races, including goblins."



    



    "Ah... that."



    



    Now that I think about it, these kids had been wiped out by the goblins.



    



    Keris didn’t look at me but kept her eyes on the desk as she waited for my answer.



    



    "Yeah, it’s real. For the forest, I’ll extend my hand to anyone."



    



    "Is that so?"



    



    Keris bit her lip as she silently processed my answer. Then, without warning, she jumped up and spoke again.



    



    "Then, I guess the part about helping you purely out of a desire to help us, without caring about the forest’s wellbeing, is also true?"



    



    "...Yeah."



    



    Keris nodded, seeming satisfied with my answer.



    



    "You’re not just dealing with other races for selfish reasons, are you? You’re doing it because you genuinely want to. The rest is just a result."



    



    I blinked in surprise. Her words showed she had figured me out to some extent.



    



    I hesitated but then answered truthfully.



    



    "Half of that is right, half is wrong. The reason I started thinking this way was purely for my race. It started as a very self-interested thought. But as time passed, it evolved, and eventually... well, like you said, I wanted to do it."



    



    Keris stared at me, her transparent eyes searching for the truth. She observed me for a while, then gave a small smile.



    



    Her tail swished like it was flicking back and forth.



    



    "That’s fine."



    



    She went back to her sisters, and as she did, her tail swayed happily.



    



    "I swear."



    



    I laughed, watching them. For some reason, that tail looked like a fox's.



    



    Some time later, we all sat together around a small table, chatting casually.



    



    "So, you know, raising a child is pretty pointless in the end. You raise them, feed them, and put them to bed, but then they go and hide everything from you, only to tell some random person, ‘You’re the first one to understand me,’ and laugh! It hurt my heart so much."



    



    "Eldmir, that’s too much."



    



    "Eldmir was wrong."



    



    "Yeah, you should apologize, Eldmir-sama."



    



    "...Eldmir-sama, that’s really bad."



    



    And so, it turned into a total chaos.



    



    I couldn’t help but be dumbfounded inside, but I smiled on the outside.



    



    "Sorry, Mother. I didn’t mean it that way, I just..."



    



    "Ahh, Eldmir, you’re not supposed to explain yourself, just apologize!"



    



    "That’s not very manly of you."



    



    "..."



    



    I had plenty to say, but in the end, I just raised both hands in surrender.



    



    "Yeah. Sorry."



    



    I lowered my head, and immediately I felt a hand patting my head.



    



    "Good boy, good boy."



    



    I couldn’t stop myself from making a sour expression and raised my head to see Esrin grinning at me.



    



    I let out a beast-like shout and suddenly pounced on Esrin’s small body.



    



    "Kyaa!"



    



    "Who dares to tease my great brother like this?"



    



    "Eek! Eek! Kyaaahaha!"



    



    As I tickled Esrin's side, she collapsed in laughter, but I kept her from falling, continuing to tickle her.



    



    She struggled to get free, but there was no way she'd escape from my grip. Not a chance.



    



    "The elf is hunting the beastmen!"



    



    "A wicked elf disguised as a beastman!"



    



    "Ugh... aah... don't hurt my sister..."



    



    The other sisters were laughing and tapping my back, each one joining in. The little taps weren’t really enough to hurt, especially considering the wounds I had, but I pretended they were painful and let go of Esrin, pulling back.



    



    "Tch, attacking together is cowardly!"



    



    "Hey, Eldmir, you're the one who resorted to force instead of words. That's not just cowardly, it’s not very manly either!"



    



    I was just playing around, but the damage was worse than I thought. In the end, the "Demon King" Eldmir failed to pull off his fierce expression and had to admit defeat with a bitter smile.



    



    "Fine. I lost. You clever little cats, I lost."



    



    "Kyaaahaha! You should’ve apologized sooner!"



    



    The four sisters, still laughing, started playfully patting my head again, teasing me as they went.



    



    Watching them, my mother smiled warmly. ‘It feels like watching my nieces from my past life.’



    



    They weren’t as innocent as these little ones, and they were far more troublesome, loud, and mischievous. But these kids were still fun to play with.



    



    Despite being physically and mentally exhausted from keeping up with them, I kept going. After all, just a few days ago, these kids had lost everything.



    



    But here they were, keeping their bright smiles. That wasn’t just something to admire for their innocence. It was a sign of their strength.



    



    I hoped they could keep smiling like this. More than that, while my mother was smiling warmly now, I couldn't forget how just earlier, she had been lamenting about her hardships with these kids.



    



    I promised myself never to make my mother upset again. Otherwise, I wouldn’t live to see another day.



    



    "Alright, kids, it’s getting late. Your brother must be tired, so let’s go to the beds."



    



    If someone heard this, they'd think we were a real family. The way they all listened to my mother’s words without argument made me smile too.



    



    "Now, go on to bed."



    



    "Esiria, aren’t you coming in too?" Ketrith’s big, shining eyes made my mother chuckle softly.



    



    "I’ll talk with your brother for a bit, then go in. You go ahead and say goodnight to him."



    



    "Okay! Goodnight, big brother!" Ketrith waved her hand brightly, and I waved back, smiling at her.



    



    "Sleep well, little ones."



    



    As I waved goodbye, suddenly, Keris stopped, then dashed over to me. She gave me a small signal to bend down.



    



    Curious, I lowered myself to her level, and she whispered in my ear, standing on tiptoe.



    



    "If you call us little ones one more time, I’ll start calling you El too, you know?"



    



    "...Huh?" With a mischievous smile, Keris quickly ran back into her room.



    



    "Goodnight!"



    



    I couldn't help but chuckle at her and said with a smile, "Yeah. Sleep well, you clever little one."



    



    "Alright then."



    



    Once all the sisters were inside, my mother closed the door and spoke.



    



    "Son, let’s have a talk."



    



    "Uh, okay."



    



    I was hoping I could just go rest, but it seemed that wasn’t going to happen.



    



    Elldmir and Esiria went into one of the other rooms, leaving the room where the Keris sisters were. Esiria, worried that someone might overhear, created a barrier of wind magic, sealing out any sounds from the outside.



    



    Now that we were isolated, Esiria spoke up.



    



    "Son, you know what your mother wants to talk about, right?"



    



    "Yeah." Eldmir nodded.



    



    He knew exactly what was coming. They both knew, but neither of them was willing to speak first. An awkward silence hung in the air, and Eldmir waited quietly, hoping she would start.



    



    "Balance in the forest isn’t about obedience. The forest’s teaching isn’t about isolation, but harmony."



    



    Finally, Esiria spoke, echoing the words her son had once said.



    



    "Heh, when did you start thinking like this? My son has really grown up."



    



    Her eyes held a look of pride, but there was sadness behind it too, and Eldmir wasn’t blind to it.



    



    "Mother, I…"



    



    "Son, you know how hard it is, right? I never openly told anyone about it. Not even to the villagers."



    



    "…"



    



    "Is that why? You went around talking badly about the forest's spirit and called yourself an outcast. You didn't care about the consequences, even though you knew it would bring shame."



    



    Eldmir’s throat tightened, and he couldn’t find any words. It felt like he was standing there completely exposed, naked before her, unable to speak.



    



    Eldmir’s ideas were noble. They were ideals, but ideals that felt almost impossible to realize.



    



    His vision of recreating the past, a time the elves longed for, was essentially about trying to bring an impossible dream to life. But that made him seem like an idealist, a dreamer.



    



    Yet Elldmir was no idealist. He wasn’t quite a pessimist either, but he was far from an optimist.



    



    In some ways, he could even be called cynical.



    



    He was filled with ideals, but he also constantly negated them and was cynical.



    



    Deep inside, he was in a constant state of conflict.



    



    "I got angry at myself. I know better than anyone that holding onto ideals like that doesn't make sense. That's why I even suggested a compromise—maybe not coexistence, but at least a peace treaty with the Irians. But if I had been thinking of that from the start, I wouldn't have gotten so angry at myself."



    



    Compromise, middle ground.



    



    Eldmir hated words like those. He knew they weren't enough. He understood the nobility of the ideals he held, but why should he compromise them?



    



    Why should he have to negotiate for something that was meant to be pure? It seemed foolish, pointless, and laughable.



    



    Yet, because of that, he had to negate his own ideals.



    



    "My sweet, kind son, Er... my son."



    



    Esiria's eyes teared up. She pulled him into a tight hug. She quietly sobbed, her emotions overwhelming her.



    



    "Mom..."



    



    "Don't say anything. Don't say a word."



    



    "Mom, I... I..."



    

    Eldmir had told Keris that there was no need to carry the burden of their race. He understood how painful it was, which was why he tried to stop her before she even started.

    



    "I just..."



    



    During the great race war, he wanted to save the elves. But he knew it couldn’t be done alone.



    



    He wanted to save his mother, but she would eventually die. He wanted to keep learning from his teacher, but even she would eventually die.



    



    He wanted to stay in the forest, the place he loved, but it would soon be destroyed. He wanted to live.



    



    And he could... if he gave everything up.



    



    If he abandoned everything—his people, his mother, his teacher, his friends, his new home—if he gave up the 20 years he had lived in this world...



    



    "Ugh!"



    



    A suppressed sob escaped him.



    



    "Son, my sweet son, my kind son..."



    



    "Mom... Mom... Everyone... everyone will die!"



    



    "Shhh... don’t say anything."



    



    "They'll die... my mother, the forest, the World Tree... Everything will die!"



    



    That was why he clung to his ideals. He had to force himself to believe in them. Because if he didn’t, the elves would perish.



    



    But at the same time, he knew how unreasonable it was, and he wanted to give up.



    



    But he couldn’t.



    



    "Everyone... they all call me an outcast... they don’t even understand...! Stupid, idiots... they’ll all die! If they stay this foolish, they’ll all die..."



    



    He knew the future. It was both a blessing and a curse.



    



    Knowing that everything would end in destruction made it impossible for him to live, because he had to bear the weight of his race's fate.



    



    Every day, he tried to give up. He mocked himself, thinking about how pathetic he was, living at 30 and only knowing how to play games.



    



    What could he do to save the world? He laughed at his own inability, belittled himself, and despised his own weakness.



    



    But it was the only way to give up. If he didn't, he would keep carrying this unbearable burden.



    



    This was a new life, one that wasn’t even real in the beginning. It was just a game.



    



    Why couldn’t he play the game his way?



    



    Why couldn’t he live however he wanted?



    



    It was his life, his game, his world. Wasn’t it natural to live as he wished?



    



    But he couldn’t. His 30 years of cynical life were negated by the 20 years he had spent here. He was forced to hold onto ideals.



    



    Esiria’s love, his teacher’s teachings, the forest’s lessons, the spirits’ conflicts, and everyday life with his people—he loved all of it.



    



    That was why he couldn’t give up.



    



    He believed that it was his responsibility to make these ideals a reality.



    



    He... was the only player in this world.



    



    "Sobbing... I'm sorry. I'm sorry, my son. I should have understood sooner..."



    



    "Mom... Mom..."



    



    "Let it all out, Er. My son."



    



    Everyone will die. It was so obvious.



    



    It was too clear, and the solution was just as clear.



    



    So he held onto his ideals. If he couldn’t make them real...



    



    Everyone would die.



    



    It was just too obvious.



    



    "Ahhh!"



    



    He tried to find a way.



    



    For 20 years, he agonized over this, looking for a way to avoid the race war. He found ways to end it early, but those weren't even a last resort.



    



    Stopping the war would be like destroying the entire continent.



    



    "What... what should I do?"



    



    "Don't think about it. Don't suffer, Er. Not now... don't suffer."



    



    Eldmir kept crying. All the tears he had held in for 20 years finally burst out at once, flooding over him.



    



    He wasn’t a hero. He wasn’t a warrior. He wasn’t a guardian. He wasn’t even an elf.



    



    He was just an ordinary person, living a regular life.



    



    "..."



    



    The question didn’t matter. He had long stopped asking why.



    



    Now, he focused on surviving. The question became: How? How would he live?



    



    What way would he live?



    



    What kind of life did he want to have?



    



    "Sigh... Er, don't think. Just cry. Let it all out. Don’t suffer... just cry."



    



    Esiria whispered into his ear.



    



    And so he did. He stopped thinking.



    



    He cried. He cried and cried.



    



    He cried until he didn’t know when he fell asleep. He just cried.

  
    

    
      
        Chapter 23
      
    

    



    Two days had passed since Eldmir had reached an agreement with Irian. During that time, Eldmir and his group were able to enjoy some relaxing moments, being tended to by the Chi tael protectors.



    



    Thanks to this, Eldmir was able to take time to treat his wounds, and eventually, he felt the moment when he realized he was fully healed.



    



    He rotated his shoulders once, then nodded his head.



    



    "I think I'm all better now."



    



    "Really?"



    



    Esiria smiled in relief, and the four sisters of the beastfolk also smiled brightly and congratulated him.



    



    "Wow, does this mean El will be able to go hunting with us now?"



    



    "Hunting? No way. We've got a long way to go, no time for hunting. We should leave right now."



    



    "Ah! Why? Can't we take one more day to rest?"



    



    "Nope. No time for that. We've got a tight schedule if we're planning to deal with the Dark Elves."



    



    "Huh? What schedule?"



    



    Esirin grumbled, but Eldmir answered her firmly. Keris then asked, "What schedule are you talking about?"



    



    "Well, obviously..."



    



    Eldmir trailed off mid-sentence and sealed his lips shut. Then, he realized there was really no rush.



    



    There was no need to do the coming-of-age ceremony in the village since it would naturally happen according to the system anyway.



    



    Eldmir chuckled at his own thoughts. "Never mind. Now that I think about it, there's no rush after all."



    



    Had he been unconsciously expecting the coming-of-age ceremony with the village elves? Or had his mindset as an elf become deeply ingrained, even more than his previous human life?



    



    He shook his head, brushing away the thought.



    



    "So, does this mean you'll show us how to hunt, El?"



    



    Ershi, who had gotten quite good at smiling, asked brightly. Before answering, Eldmir frowned.



    



    "Why do you all keep changing people's names? Is it too much of a difficult to call them by their real names?"



    



    "Why not? It's a nickname. And didn’t you lose a bet and have to call me that?"



    



    "...You were serious about that?"



    



    The memories of that night came flooding back, and Eldmir lost his words. He closed his mouth, partly due to remembering Keris's cute behavior and the events that followed.



    



    "And mom calls you Er, too. So why can she call you that and we can't? El, don't act so cold."



    



    "...I can't even win a verbal fight with you guys anymore."



    



    Having gotten used to each other, Eldmir couldn’t win any arguments with the catfolk sisters.



    



    It was a sign of how close they had become, but sometimes Eldmir found himself reflecting on whether he was really fit to be an older brother.



    



    Knock knock.



    



    Just then, a knock on the door interrupted them. Keris and the catfolk sisters exchanged awkward glances, then tried to sneak away into the room. Seeing this, Eldmir sighed.



    



    "Why are you guys running off?"



    



    "But El... We're not elves yet, you know."



    



    "I'm an elf, what's the problem? This may not be our village or home, but this is a place given to us to rest. If we can’t even act proudly here, when will we ever be able to act proudly?"



    



    Not giving them a chance to argue, Eldmir strode to the door.



    



    "Who is it?"



    



    As soon as he opened the door, Irian was standing there, smiling brightly as he greeted Eldmir.



    



    "May the smile of the forest be with you. Did you sleep well, Eldmir?"



    



    Eldmir chuckled at the grand greeting and replied, "Good morning, Irian. What brings you here?"



    



    "I came to check on your condition."



    



    Stepping forward, Irian raised a smooth object in his hands.



    



    "I brought a gift."



    



    In his hands, there was a bow with a sleek appearance. The bowstring was decorated with the symbol of El Rdearel, which also symbolized elves.



    



    The design featured two overlapping circles, with an acute triangle inside the smaller circle, representing the continent, the elves, and the World Tree.



    



    "Wow."



    



    The bow was stunning, showing signs of being crafted by a master. Eldmir was about to take it, but he realized that Irian was still holding it tightly.



    



    Frowning, Eldmir looked at Irian.



    



    "Irian? Are you messing with me?"



    



    But at that moment, Eldmir noticed that Irian wasn’t looking at him. His gaze was directed at Esiria and the beastfolk sisters, who were gathered in the room.



    



    Eldmir raised an eyebrow and snorted.



    



    "Hmm, looks like Irian hasn’t gotten his act together yet."



    



    "...What did you just say?"



    



    Irian responded, a bit too late, but upon locking eyes with Eldmir, he quickly shut his mouth.



    



    They exchanged a few more silent moments before Irian sighed.



    



    "I’m sorry. I thought I was prepared, but it seems I wasn’t fully ready after all."



    



    Eldmir shrugged.



    



    "Well, I understand. It's not like feelings can change overnight. But still, don’t show it in front of the kids. They don't deserve that kind of treatment."



    



    "I’ll keep that in mind."



    



    Irian forced a stiff smile.



    



    "Come on in. I’m sure you didn’t just come to drop off a gift. You’re here to talk about something, aren’t you?"



    



    Eldmir smoothly took the bow from Irian and motioned for him to come inside, while also giving a pointed look to the catfolk sisters as they tried to sneak away to the room.



    



    Sitting down at the table, the catfolk sisters fidgeted uncomfortably, tails wagging in agitation.



    



    "Stay still. Don’t be rude to our guests."



    



    Meow!



    



    Keris yelped sharply as Eldmir grabbed her tail.



    



    "Wha-what are you doing!"



    



    "I’m just telling her to calm down, since she’s acting all fidgety."



    



    "Okay, okay! Just don’t grab my tail like that! You’re treating it like some kind of toy!"



    



    Blushing red, Keris started to stroke her tail like it was being groomed, her behavior full of heat and fluster.



    



    Eldmir just shrugged.



    



    "Sit down, Irian. Oh, looks like there aren't enough chairs."



    



    "It’s fine. I wasn’t planning to stay long anyway."



    



    Irian’s tone suggested he wasn’t here to chat. Esiria, noticing his discomfort, spoke up.



    



    "You should at least have some tea before you go."



    



    "I’m fine, really. I’ll just quickly say what I need to say and leave."



    



    Irian cleared his throat, trying to prepare himself for the conversation, though his expression remained tense, likely disturbed by the catfolk sisters' antics.



    



    "Eldmir, we’ve gathered some information on the Dark Elves."



    



    Eldmir stayed silent, waiting for the details he had been expecting.



    



    "Though we don’t have all the specifics, some of them were seen leaving the dragon’s head path riding dragons. We can confirm they’re heading northwest, but we couldn’t pinpoint their exact location."



    



    This made sense. Tracking dragons was nearly impossible, and given the Dark Elves' stealthy nature, pursuing them carelessly would only risk being discovered.



    



    At that moment, Eldmir felt the hand of Keris, tightly gripping his under the table.



    



    He glanced at her, wondering what was wrong, but she remained silent, staring intently at Irian while holding his hand.



    



    Eldmir wondered, but kept his thoughts to himself, continuing to listen to Irian.



    



    "We believe now is the right time to act, while their numbers are still a bit thinner. Our original plan was to go tomorrow anyway, so it's perfect timing. I’m here to ask that you and Esiria also prepare accordingly."



    



    “That bow is your bribe, huh?”



    



    Eldmir grinned as he held the bow up. Irian, looking a bit sheepish, forced a smile.



    



    “You could say that.”



    



    “Hah, I like honesty.”



    



    Irian managed a somewhat awkward chuckle before replying, “Just a reminder, tomorrow is the day.”



    



    “Yeah, I know. Tomorrow.”



    



    Eldmir stroked his chin, only to realize Keris was still holding his hand. Instead, he shrugged and lifted the bow.



    



    “Guess I’ll need to get used to this thing by then.”



    



    “I’m sorry for rushing you like this,” Irian said, apologetic as always.



    



    “Enough with the apologies. You saved my life, Irian. If you keep saying sorry for every little thing, it’s gonna start making me feel bad.”



    



    “Hah…” Irian’s expression twisted into a strange mix of guilt and amusement.



    



    Eldmir couldn’t help but smirk at how ridiculous he looked.



    



    “Well, now that I’ve delivered the message, I should get going. Plenty to prepare before tomorrow.”



    



    “You’re really leaving already? Stay a bit longer.”



    



    “Appreciate it, but I’ve got a lot on my plate. See you tomorrow, Eldmir.”



    



    “Alright. Take care.”



    



    As Irian left, the Keris sisters let out a collective sigh of relief. Eldmir shot them a look, his eyebrows raised.



    



    “What’s with you a lot? It’s like you’ve been on trial or something.”



    



    “Never put us through that again,” Esrin said, shivering dramatically.



    



    Her reaction was so intense it caught Eldmir off guard. Words like, Don’t worry, and You’ve done nothing wrong, came to mind, but he knew they’d sound hollow right now.



    



    The way their tails and ears drooped said it all—they’d burned through a lot of emotional energy just now.



    



    “Sorry, brother. It’s just… we’re not ready yet,” Ketris said softly.



    



    Irian’s earlier words echoed in Eldmir’s mind: I thought I was prepared, but I wasn’t.



    



    It hit him then—both Irian and the sisters were still struggling with deep-seated issues.



    



    Understanding was one thing; truly accepting and adapting was another.



    



    Eldmir sighed. “I messed up. My stubbornness just made things harder for you.”



    



    “It’s okay, El. It’s not your fault,” Keris said, squeezing his hand.



    



    “We just… Don't have the courage yet. But holding your hand helped. By the end, I wasn’t as scared anymore. Someday, we’ll find the strength to stand tall, too.”



    



    She smiled, her usual confidence returning.



    



    “Ah, so that’s what this was about.” Eldmir chuckled softly.



    



    Keris tilted her head.



    



    “What do you mean?”



    



    “Nothing,” he said with a grin.



    



    “But by the way, you tend to talk in short sentences sometimes.”



    



    “Should I just drop the formal tone entirely?” Keris teased.



    



    “No, no… Forget it,” Eldmir replied, slightly flustered.



    



    The other sisters jumped in to tease him further.



    



    “Wow, brother, you sound like such a boomer.”



    



    “What?”



    



    “Yeah, bragging about being older is one of the cringiest things ever.”



    



    “…Alright, sorry.”



    



    The sisters burst into laughter as Eldmir let out a defeated sigh.



    



    He couldn’t help but think about how his mental age , stacking his past and present lives together, was well over fifty now.



    



    Guess I really am a boomer… but why does it feel like I’ve made no progress at all?



    



    Shaking off his self-pity, he stood up.



    



    “I’m gonna go practice with this bow. Need to get a feel for it before tomorrow.”



    



    “I’m coming with you!” Esrin declared.



    



    “Yeah, me too! Can’t go hunting without me,” Esirn chimed in.



    



    Even Keris, who had been quiet, decided to join in, leaving Ketrit hesitating in her seat.



    



    “Keris, why don’t you stay here with me?”



    



    Their mother suggested, noticing her reluctance.



    



    Keris’s face lit up.



    



    “Really? Can I stay?”



    



    “Of course, sweetie. Just make sure to send them off properly.”



    



    “Thanks, Mom!” Keris waved cheerfully at her siblings.



    



    “Be safe out there!”



    



    “You too,” Eldmir replied with a soft smile.



    



    As he turned to leave, then he muttered to himself, “What are these little mischievous up to now?”



    



    “Oh dear, how rude!”



    



    “Big brother, stop with the unnecessary comments and let’s go hunting. Hunting!”



    



    “Wow, finally, we get to see big brother’s archery skills!”



    



    With the three lively girls bursting with energy, Eldmir couldn’t even muster a decent argument and was pulled along by their enthusiasm.



    



    “Hey, hey, watch out, you’re going to fall!”



    



    “A guy shouldn’t complain about being weak!”



    



    Eldmir decided to just keep his mouth shut.

  
    

    
      
        Chapter 24
      
    

    



    "...This is boring."



    



    "Why, sis? I think it’s fun."



    



    "I wanted to hunt, not do something like this."



    



    "Still, watching big bro shoot arrows is amazing and cool. Look at him, he never misses. He’s seriously good at it."



    



    "That’s because of all the training he’s been through, Ersi. It might be a different kind, but we’ll have to reach that level someday too. We’re the last descendants of Kelga, after all."



    



    While the three sisters chattered away, I turned them out and focused on my archery.



    



    Elven bows are crafted through a special technique, using branches from the World Tree. They’re ridiculously elastic.



    



    I don’t know the exact process or details, but it’s clear that this isn’t your average wooden bow. The elasticity and durability are out of this world.



    



    Not to mention, the draw strength is insane, stronger than most longbows. And yet, elves pull the string back effortlessly, using nothing but their arm strength.



    



    Normally, with longbows, you have to lean your body forward and use your back muscles to draw the string. But elves? Nah.



    



    They just pull it back with their arms, like it’s nothing. Sure, they use their back muscles too, but mostly, it’s all in their arms.



    



    That’s when I first realized, elves are basically macho beasts. Longbows, at least, are big and intimidating, but this?



    



    This bow is regular-sized, and they’re still pulling it off.



    



    I bet if I died and someone examined my body, they’d find my right arm, shoulder, and back bones had mutated to keep up with this thing.



    



    No wonder the Elven Forest is off-limits and elves are considered monsters who can pierce plate armor with their bows. They terrify everyone for a reason.



    



    "Damn, this is tough."



    



    This particular bow, though, feels even stronger than your average elven bow. Just holding the draw is a workout.



    



    If I’m struggling this much, the usual protectors from our village wouldn’t even be able to pull the string back.



    



    Where the hell did Irain even get this monster of a bow? It’s like he went out of his way to find something no one could use.



    



    Still, if I can tame this beast, it feels like it’ll be a game-changer.



    



    "Alright, let’s try again."



    



    I pulled back the string and shot another arrow.



    



    With a piercing sound, the arrow tore through the target, kept going, and embedded itself deep into a tree far in the distance, disappearing from sight.



    



    Every time I see it, it gives me chills. The power is unreal.



    



    "El, wouldn’t using a bow like that for hunting just blow the prey to bits? It’d be useless, right?"



    



    "It’s not like we have time to hunt for fun anyway. We’ve got a fight with the Dark Elves tomorrow, so who cares?"



    



    "Hmm, I guess so?"



    



    Sitting on a tree stump, propping her chin on her elbow, Keris grumbled.



    



    "I was hoping to go hunting with you, El. But nooo, the stupid Dark Elves ruined it."



    



    "Haha! Well, if you understand that, you’d better help us kick their butts and get your War Beast powers back."



    



    "Hmph, I’ll think about it."



    



    She turned her head away with a pout, and I chuckled as I pulled the bowstring back again.



    



    I took a deep breath, pulled the string, and aimed.



    



    Holding my breath, I released the string.



    



    Over and over, I repeated this mechanical process. My shoulders and back started to ache, and my arm muscles were stiffening up.



    



    But even as I went through these motions, I couldn’t stop my thoughts from wandering.



    



    That night, when I had that talk with my mother.



    



    I’d finally let out everything I’d been holding inside. My mother cried with me, sharing my pain.



    



    Honestly, I must’ve looked pathetic, it is hard to believe I had the mental age of 50 when I was sobbing in front of my mom like that.



    



    Even now, I feel embarrassed about it. After all these years, I still couldn’t figure out my own path and ended up crying to my mom.



    



    But I can’t deny I felt lighter after that.



    



    That doesn’t mean the anxiety is completely gone.



    



    Just like earlier, when I made that impulsive move with Irain and Keris, I’m still far from perfect.



    



    Even so, I had to keep moving forward.



    I’d made up my mind.



    



    I’m no hero.



    



    I’m definitely not some savior either.



    



    In my past life, I wasn’t anything special.



    



    Honestly, I was below average, just a gaming addict with nothing to show for it.



    



    But despite all that, I chose to keep going.



    



    I didn’t need a reason.



    



    I didn’t care about some grand justification, a noble cause, or lofty ideals. Forget all that.



    



    What mattered to me was that I loved the forest. I’d learned from it, and as an elf carrying its spirit, that’s who I was.



    



    That’s right. I’m Eldmir Arhithea, an elf.



    



    I’m not someone who can stand by and watch the forest be destroyed or my people die. I’m just a regular person who wants to protect what they love and do what makes them happy.



    



    That’s all I need to know to understand what I should do.



    



    That conversation with my mother or whatever you’d call it taught me that.



    



    No matter who you are, if there’s something precious to you, wouldn’t you want to protect it?



    



    That’s it!



    



    That was all the reason I needed.



    



    No matter what lies ahead, I’ve decided to walk this path.



    



    “El, what are you thinking about?”



    



    I heard her voice right after I shot the last arrow in my quiver.



    



    “Just... thinking about my future, I guess.”



    



    “Pfft, what? Elves worry about their future too?”



    



    “Of course. Don’t beastfolk think about that?”



    



    “Well, guys usually dream about becoming warriors. Though, sometimes it stays a dream.”



    



    “That’s for the guys. What about the girls?”



    



    “Is there much difference? We’re all beastfolk. But girls tend to be a bit less aggressive than guys. Some of them just want to marry a strong male, have strong kids, and live a peaceful life. Then again, guys want strong partners too.”



    



    “Huh, is that so?”



    



    I was out of arrows, so I wiped the sweat off my forehead with my arm and decided to take a break.



    



    “Man, this is tough. What kind of bow has this much draw strength?”



    



    “Is it that bad? It doesn’t look like much, but you’re sweating buckets.”



    



    “Don’t even get me started. It’s brutal.”



    



    A lot of people underestimate bows, but they’re not easy to use.



    



    You need way more arm strength than you’d think just to draw the string, and holding it is a massive strain on your muscles.



    



    In short, it’s exhausting.



    



    Just look at my arms now, all pumped up and hard.



    



    And like I said, elven bows are on another level compared to those used by other races.



    



    We don’t need the extra draw strength to hit our target, but elves are stubborn and stick to high-tension bows anyway.



    



    Even though we’re skilled enough to aim for weak spots like the eyes or mouth without relying on sheer power, we still insist on using these monster bows.



    



    It’s ridiculous to say elves are weak. That’s just a stupid stereotype.



    



    Elves are strong—way stronger than most people realize.



    



    “You sure you’ll be able to fight properly tomorrow? If you get muscle cramps, it’s only gonna mess you up.”



    



    “Don’t worry. I’ve trained enough not to let something like that stop me.”



    



    I said that, but honestly, if I shot three more quivers, I’d probably regret it tomorrow.



    



    One more quiver should be fine, though.



    



    “Alright, ladies, let me show you some tricks.”



    



    I grabbed a fresh quiver, slung it over my hip, and stood up. The sisters cheered enthusiastically.



    



    “Woohoo! We’re looking forward to it, Eldmir!”



    



    “Confident, aren’t you? Let’s see what you’ve got.”



    



    Grinning, I held up a victory sign and looked at the target. It was barely recognizable now, torn up from all the arrows I’d shot.



    



    That target was made from the wood of the forest, super durable, and yet this bow had ripped it apart.



    



    That said a lot about the bow’s power and Irai ’s determination.



    



    I took a deep breath.



    



    I sharpened my focus and sped up my thoughts.



    



    Alright, time to show these kids a little something.



    



    I kicked off the ground and leaped into the air.



    As my feet left the earth and I soared upward, my hands moved.



    



    I spun.



    



    In midair, flipping and twisting, I kept firing arrows one after another.



    



    My body was still soaring through the air, and the spinning didn’t stop.



    



    With each full rotation, an arrow shot out, flying toward its mark.



    



    The scene of arrows flying in every direction was like water spraying out under high pressure.



    



    It was only about twenty arrows, but in that brief moment, the barrage felt like the rapid-fire of a modern-day assault rifle.



    



    Eventually, my jump reached its peak, and I began descending. But even then, I didn’t stop spinning.



    



    As I spun my way back down, the remaining arrows rained down like a storm, and by the time my feet finally touched the ground, my quiver was completely empty.



    



    Only then did I exhale the breath I’d been holding.



    



    The dizzying flips had left my head spinning, but I forced myself to stay focused.



    



    I couldn’t help but think I might’ve overdone it a bit. Still, I’d decided to give them a proper show, so I couldn’t complain now.



    



    My right arm was throbbing, likely from overworking the muscles in such a short burst, but I figured it’d be fine by dinner.



    



    It felt like I’d just barely crossed the line of a good workout.



    



    As I stretched my shoulder and put the bow away, the sisters’ reactions were all over the place.



    



    “Wow~! Big bro is amazing!”



    



    “…Holy crap, you’re a real monster, huh, bro.”



    



    “El, that was impressive and all, but... was that even a real technique? It just looked like you were firing randomly.”



    



    I clicked my tongue at their varied responses.



    



    “You don’t get it, Keris. Do you really think those shots were just random?”



    



    I didn’t do those flips for no reason.



    



    There was more to it than just flashy movements.



    



    “Sure, I just shot into the ground since there weren’t any proper targets, but take a closer look. Do you really think I fired those arrows without thinking?”



    



    With a mysterious grin and an even more mysterious tone, how could they not be intrigued?



    



    The three sisters eagerly got up to inspect the arrows.



    



    If I’d shot with full force, every arrow would’ve been buried deep, making their tails invisible.



    



    But I’d controlled my strength, so the arrows stuck out visibly.



    



    And those protruding arrows, if you looked closely, formed letters.



    



    “Will.”



    



    That was the word I’d carved out, something I’d inscribed in my heart after my conversation with Mother.



    



    “Hmm, big bro, I don’t get it.”



    



    “El, if you’re just making stuff up because you’re embarrassed, now’s your chance to confess. This Ersi is merciful enough to laugh it off lightly.”



    



    “Hey, you…”



    



    Looks like I have no choice. If my little performance didn’t impress the audience, I’d just have to throw in some extra service.



    



    I carefully picked up Esrin.



    



    “W-What are you doing, big bro?”



    



    “Alright, Esrin, I’m going to jump now. Keep an eye on the ground.”



    



    “H-Huh?”



    



    Confused but not resisting, I held her tightly and leaped into the air.



    



    “Waaaaahhh!”



    



    She screamed, but it wasn’t fear—it was just a surprise at the sudden jump.



    



    Then, the surprise quickly turned into excitement.



    



    “Woohooooo!”



    



    As she cheered, staring straight ahead, she seemed to recall what I’d said earlier and looked down at the ground just before we landed.



    



    As we fell back to the earth, Esrin let out another loud cheer.



    



    When we landed, I gently set her down. She immediately started hopping around in excitement.



    



    “I saw it, big bro! It was some kind of writing! I didn’t catch exactly what it said, but… it was amazing! So cool!”



    



    “Really?”



    



    “Yes! Please do it again next time!”



    



    Something told me her excitement was less about the letters and more about the thrill of the jump.



    



    “So, Ersi, are you next?”



    



    I turned to her with a playful grin, but she immediately backed away, throwing her hands up in defense.



    



    Her reaction was like a startled cat puffing up in self-defense, and I couldn’t help but feel confused.



    



    “El, I’m warning you. If you try to pick me up and jump, I will make you regret it. I’m serious. Don’t you dare—AHHH!”



    



    Yeah, no.



    



    I closed the distance in one quick stride and scooped her up before she could resist.



    



    She struggled with all her might, but I just chuckled and held her tightly.



    



    “Come on, your little sister did it! You can’t let her show you up. Brace yourself! Ready… set…”



    



    “NOOOO! PUT ME DOWN! I MEAN IT!”



    



    “Here we go!”



    



    “AAAAAAAAHHHHHHH!”



    



    Her scream of terror echoed through the air as we jumped, and unlike Esrin, she kept her eyes shut tight the entire time.



    



    When we finally landed, she smacked my back over and over.



    



    “You—! You jerk! You absolute jerk!”



    



    “Ah, ow, okay, okay, I’m sorry!”



    



    “I told you not to do it! But you did it anyway!!”



    



    “Alright, I’m sorry! I won’t do it again, I



    promise! Ow, stop!”



    



    It took me ages to calm her down as she huffed and puffed in anger.



    



    As I rubbed my sore back, Keris suddenly stepped up with her arms outstretched.



    



    “So, is it my turn now?”



    



    The end
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