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  Chapter 0: Prologue
Joy spread across my face, impossible to hide. Anyone passing by would instantly see it.

I had no idea why I'd been reborn into this world, burdened with the memories of my past life and forced to live this new one.

But one thing was clear: this world was brutal for someone without connections. Penniless and powerless, all I possessed was the wickedness in my left hand and the grit in my right.

In short, I was fucked from the start.

It's been a full 25 years since I was reborn as Lakus. Twenty fucking five years.

The morals of my past life were useless, unable to feed me or protect me from the monsters and rogues constantly threatening my life.

As a certain yellow flower once put it, this was a world where "kill or be killed" was a perfectly acceptable mantra.

Yet, perhaps I could call it a small comfort?

In this alien world, ignorant of its knowledge, language, and customs, two things offered a glimmer of hope in my otherwise desolate existence.

One was the Demon Tribe Priest who saved me from slave traders after I was orphaned by war and taught me to survive. The other was meeting the owner of a mercenary company in the Ellea Region, which was a place with a large demi-human population.

Everything I have now, I owe to these two opportunities in this new life.

"Ugh. It's cold."

As the winter chill seeped through my collar, my body trembled, shaking off the stray thoughts.

Even in my 30-something years of previous life, which wasn't too short or too long, I never had a house in my name, but at 25, I had my own little sweet home, small as it was.

A one-room cabin built in a village called Hanchon[TL]It literally means Small Settlement[/TL], a place that I'd describe as peaceful.

This place should be fine to live in peace until my 'problem' is resolved.

"Yeah. Steely, you've suffered a lot because of a bad owner, too."

Ruffling his fluffy golden fur, I wanted to bury my face in it, and his seemingly half-cut, short, blunt tail wagged with the vigor of taking flight.

"Let's go inside, Steely.[TL]"철봉이" (Cheolbong-i) is a Korean name/nickname that can have several interpretations - Iron/Steel Rod/Bar (철봉) The "-이" suffix makes it diminutive/familiar/nickname form. So I used Steely here as a name for the doggo.[/TL]

I stifled a chuckle as I watched Steely tilt his head, tongue lolling out, his breath puffing white in the cold. He bolted inside the moment I opened the door.

He must have been freezing, even if he didn't act like it.

Turning my head, I absorbed the stunning view.

A blanket of white snow. An immense, sprawling forest stretched endlessly, a winding river dividing it in two.  Plumes of smoke drifted upwards from chimneys scattered throughout.

This tranquil scene, a stark contrast to my previous life, suddenly filled me with unease instead of relief.

Images, far removed from the peaceful Hanchon village, flickered through my mind.

A vivid memory, a concrete image, is indistinguishable from reality.

I tried to push them away, but the fragments, deeply ingrained in my mind and body, wouldn't budge.

The shimmering hell.

The scent of blood and bitter ash clinging to my nostrils.

The deafening explosions and shouts.

Even when I escaped reality, those scenes haunted my dreams the instant I closed my eyes, becoming even more vivid.

My breath hitched, my chest heaving, a dull headache forming. If the cold hadn't shocked me back to my senses, I might have remained there, frozen like a statue.

"...Time will heal it."

A near-plea, repeated endlessly. It had devolved into a resignation, a habitual phrase clinging to my lips, forever unfulfilled.

Since I sowed this karma, I must bear the consequences.

Turning from the village, I saw Steely watching me with concern.  It's hard to say if he's smart or just perceptive, but I felt guilty for needlessly worrying him.

Thanks to Steely, I shoved the resurfacing, uncomfortable emotions back down.

I reached out to ruffle his soft fur, the familiar motion offering a small measure of calm.
Chapter 1: Home Sweet Home
Upon entering the house, I scanned the interior.  However, only two things caught my attention.

There was a fireplace, the house's sole means of cooking and heating, stained pitch-black with soot from what must have been years of use.  And tucked into a corner was a bed, barely large enough to accommodate a single person.

It was spartan, to say the least.  More accurately, it resembled an abandoned ruin.  Its solid construction, at least, ensured there were no holes in the roof or walls – a small comfort.

I had brought very little: some clothes, daily necessities in a bag, and pouches containing Imperial and Kingdom currency. A long leather bag, like a duffel bag, lay concealed in the corner.

It was a simple dwelling, but it felt strangely oversized and awkward inside.

Exhausted from my journey, I desperately wanted to rest, but having arrived with almost nothing and with such light luggage, a mountain of chores awaited.  I needed to complete them quickly before I could finally relax.


◈

The village remains vibrant, even in the biting cold, and the mere sight of it brings an automatic smile, a warmth settling deep within my heart.

Discovering this place felt like a gift from the gods.

It all began at the guild, where we handled requests of all sizes. A new one arrived, seemingly simple: an escort mission. The catch? The client was a 'Young Lady' bearing the Duchy's seal.

The risk of failure was immense, but the reward was equally substantial, so I took it.

The journey proved as tumultuous as my own life had been.

Fatigue piled up, and relentless pursuit by self-proclaimed bandits gave us no rest.

The forced march, devoid of respite, chipped away at my sanity, forcing me to make too many sacrifices in my blurred state.

Burying comrades along the way, those who had shared my joys and sorrows, I was tempted to end it all at the crossroads of life and death.

Perhaps my eyes were dimmed by the endless journey, or maybe my mind was clouded by the tension and guilt constricting my throat.

It was then, with my mind flickering, that this village appeared in my bloodshot vision.

As dawn broke over the mountain ridge, the forest, once cloaked in darkness, gradually revealed its colors – a vibrant green world and a small village that seemed to stretch out to welcome the brightening morning.

In stark contrast to my life, it was a scene of radiant peace.

Even now, that image remains etched vividly in my heart, guiding me here.

"Who are you?"

I looked in the direction of the sound and saw a man with a short dagger at his waist and leaning on a spear like a cane.

"Hello, I'm Lakus. I'm new to the village, and I'll be staying in the house on the hill."

I handed over my Imperial citizen's certificate before I could be suspected further.

The man carefully examined the ID, then snapped his fingers as if he remembered something, waving his arm dramatically.

"Ah! You must be the one who was coming the other day! I heard about you from the Village Chief. Nice to meet you! You can call me Sam."

The man, Sam, leaned his spear against his shoulder and held out his hand to me.

Having informed the Village Chief beforehand, it seems my arrival was conveyed to him.

I shook his hand and welcomed the hospitality.

It's a good start, so I feel good.

"I must confess, I never thought someone of your position would visit such a humble village. An Imperial citizen's certificate? I never imagined I'd lay eyes on one in my life."

"It's a lovely place to live. Why wouldn't I visit? It's serene, especially given the current wartime unrest."

"You're right. News travels even to this quiet corner of the world. But, as you mentioned, we're sheltered from those difficulties. That's its one great advantage."

"An advantage that surpasses anything any other place could offer."

My words seemed to please Sam, who returned my certificate with a booming laugh, so genuine it lifted the spirits of everyone present.

"I'm delighted to hear that. It may not have a prestigious name, but welcome to our village."

"I'm grateful for your generosity."


◈

The conversation with the Village Chief went smoothly, without any real hitches.

My goal was simply to announce my presence; there was no need for conflict. I just wanted to get what I needed, you know?

I'd already introduced myself properly when I acquired the house, so I figured it would be okay.

"Village Chief, I have a request. Would it be possible to commission some items and furniture from the village woodworking shop? I'll pay the full price, of course."

I'd already verified the existence of a woodworking shop. They should be capable of crafting what I required.

While I could have approached them directly, I'm still considered an outsider.

I figured that if the Village Chief acted as a go-between, the woodworkers would be more likely to agree.

"Could... could you tell me what sort of items?"

The elderly man, his hair already gray, looked visibly shaken.

He hadn't seemed this way during our initial meeting.

I'd immediately sensed his gentle nature then, but his current submissiveness was unsettling.

Did I misstep somehow...? Ah.

I remembered mentioning my past mercenary experience during my introduction to the Village Chief.

That explains his anxiety.

Drawing on my combined memories from past and present lives, I knew how mercenaries were perceived.

Mercenaries were generally seen as thugs for hire, filling out the ranks wherever a brawl erupted, as long as the pay was right.

They were the type who'd gladly slash things with a knife if it meant a profit.

They were definitely a disreputable group.

What should I do?

This world's a mess, and public opinion reflects that.

The real issue is the ruthless people who get rich by exploiting the innocent.

I could explain it to him until I'm hoarse.

To the Village Chief, my former guild and other mercenary groups probably seem the same.

To avoid further misunderstanding, I'd rather demonstrate my intentions through actions, hoping to earn his trust.

Trust isn't something you earn overnight.

Shaking off those distracting thoughts, I went through the list I'd prepared with the Village Chief, item by item.

The Village Chief, who had been listening silently, let out a pained groan.

Did I... say something wrong?

"I... I can get some of these. Bu... but the fu... furniture is difficult..."

The Village Chief seemed very hesitant about the furniture.

Is there a problem?

If it's an internal issue, there's little I, an outsider, can do.

But if it's something I can fix with my skills, as I did back at the guild, maybe I could gain his trust.

"Could you explain why? I desperately need those items, since I arrived here with practically nothing."

The Village Chief, looking miserable as he dabbed the sweat from his forehead, carefully began to explain.

"So to summarize..."

The Village Chief's lengthy explanation was this.

Wolf packs suddenly appeared in the logging area.

Dozens of wolves, not just one or two, are prowling around the logging area, making it impossible to approach and fulfill the request.

So they have to wait until Baron Pohem, the Lord of this land, sends soldiers in the spring when the weather warms up.

...That was the Village Chief's story.

While trying to ignore the profusely sweating Village Chief, I pondered how to solve the current problem facing the village.

Baron Pohem says he'll send someone to resolve the current situation for the Village Chief.

But sending valuable soldiers into the mountains in the middle of winter to subdue dozens of wolves is like sending them to their deaths.

That's why he said he'd send troops in the spring.

It's a wise decision.

The villagers knew this well, and with no need to go there, they avoided the logging area.

Of course, my presence caused a shift in the Village Chief's intentions.

I can't ignore the Village Chief's intentions, but I couldn't back down either.

Baron Pohem said he'd send troops in late spring, meaning I'd have to live without furniture for at least four unbearable months.

It was a personal desire, but as it's a living space, shouldn't there be at least minimal furniture?

It's not a matter of efficiency, but of hygiene and aesthetics.

That said, I have no intention of sending anyone to a dangerous place, so there's only one way.

"I'll solve that problem for you."

In the end, the thirsty person has to dig the well.

This might be a golden opportunity to build trust with the people here.

If I can prove that my blade is only aimed at those who threaten the village, I'll be halfway there.

And it seems like I can use the method I used before.

Let's use some strength after a long time.
Chapter 2: Problem Solving
Lakus rose and strode out of the house, announcing he'd take care of the necessary arrangements.

The door closed with a thud.

The sound was a welcome relief as the Village Chief let out a long breath, the tension that had gripped him like a vise finally releasing.

'I've aged a decade...'

The Village Chief massaged his chest, his heart still hammering, as he recalled his recent talk with Lakus.

His black hair was naturally grown long and tied in a ponytail. Though not strikingly handsome, his homespun charm and the crinkle of his eyes when he smiled were enough to turn the heads of the village women.

The beauty mark below his eye and his perpetual, polite smile lent him a gentle, mild appearance.

A stranger would have found him quite attractive.

The longer Lakus stayed, the more he would stand out in the village, and the more inevitable it became that the local girls would be drawn to him.

However, anyone familiar with his past would be hesitant to get close, as his actions were completely inconsistent with his outward demeanor.

The Village Chief had only become aware of this through an unforeseen revelation.

Since taking on the role of Village Chief, the only officials seen in this remote countryside were Baron Pohem's tax administrators, but this isolation ended abruptly with the unexpected arrival of two messengers, dramatically changing the status quo.

He was astonished to discover the identity of the messengers' employers.

The Ellea Mercenary Company's 'Demi-human Mercenary Guild' was a highly respected, elite mercenary unit. Headquartered in the southwest of the continent, it held the prestigious position of Imperial Guard, charged with protecting the Holy Kingdom's Clergy and many noble families.

While the 'Duchy of Bruella,' which controlled the eastern portion of the continent, had prospered through its advancements in magic engineering. Having achieved complete military independence with powerful Magic Tools, it seceded from the empire.

These were two formidable powers, renowned even in this far-flung countryside.

The realization that the messengers represented these factions momentarily made the Village Chief question his own mental state.

There was only one subject of discussion between the two groups.

Lakus.

He was the focal point of all their concerns.

For the Village Chief, it was of paramount importance that the conversations surrounding Lakus were amicable, rather than antagonistic.

'I must avoid offending him at all costs...!'

The Village Chief, in his approximately 50 years of life, had weathered considerable adversity, and at this critical crossroads, the old man reinforced his unwavering commitment.

The slightest error could lead to the Village Chief's complete disappearance from this remote corner of the world.


◈

"A wolf pack in the Small Mountains during the middle of winter.... There are too many variables."

I thought the first step in a peaceful country life would be planting potatoes in the Spring, but I never expected my first job to be wolf extermination.

I heard Spring potatoes are very delicious...

I wanted to question the Village Chief further, but he seemed on the verge of collapse, so I left it at that.  On my way back, I ran into Sam, who provided some general insights about the wolves in the logging area.

He said there were roughly twenty.

They were about the size of the local children.

They were extremely hostile towards humans.

And exceptionally ferocious.

Probably half of that was Sam's personal opinion, but as a Carpenter and Lumberjack, his information was likely the most reliable I could get.

He'd estimated their number and size during a chaotic encounter, but even that was helpful.  He clearly hadn't earned his position in the Village Militia just by playing cards.

Unfortunately, he couldn't help with the location of the wolf den, drawing a blank when I asked.

Instead, he listed a few burrows and caves near the logging area that came to mind.

That saved me a considerable amount of searching.

I definitely owed him a drink at the Inn later.

"Didn't think I'd be using this so soon.  Better than letting it gather dust, though."

Back home, Steely greeted me with his usual enthusiastic body slam, clearly wondering where I'd been without him.

I then grabbed the leather bag I'd tucked away in the corner.

Unfastening the buttons, I opened it to reveal the equipment, somewhat jumbled from the journey.

I removed the gear piece by piece.

A carrier vest with numerous pockets went on first, secured tightly with its leather straps.

I filled the pockets with magazines loaded with bolts, and attached pouches filled with potions and tools to the waist hooks.

Then came a well-worn coat, spaulders, leather gloves, gauntlets for my forearms, and finally, greaves over my boots.

And.

Creak. Clank.

I held my lifeline, my companion for half my mercenary life.

A 20-shot repeating crossbow from Bruella Duchy, the 'Falchion'.

A Magic Tool obtained through my connections in the Duchy.

I've never held anything sharper than a kitchen knife.

I know my limits.

The way I survived, how I made a living and gained recognition when I first joined the Guild, despite being incredibly weak compared to a Demi-human, showed my limits.

The vest and armor, tightly bound with leather straps, felt more like a part of my body than a burden, providing a sense of security.

I had tried to shake it off and stashed it in a corner, but paradoxically, I'm disgusted by how comfortable I feel just by wearing it.

It's a love-hate relationship.

"Damn it."

I cursed without realizing it.

I glanced back and saw Steely sitting and looking up at me.

A speechless animal, but if you live with it for a long time, it becomes like family.

This child, molded by unconditional loyalty, will follow me on the path I'm about to take without any questions.

I took out the dedicated armor from the bag.

I put on the protective gear with pouches attached to his body, and when I held up the helmet, Steely lowered his head as if he had been waiting.

It wasn't just me who was used to this, Steely was too.

"Thank you, as always."

After putting on all the protective gear, I gently stroked his chin. Steely closed his eyes and rubbed his face against my hand.

This child was always warm.


◈

A burrow filled with dark, damp air.

It was a temporary shelter for hunters, a good place to escape the harsh cold of winter and be hidden from the outside.

With most prey hibernating deep in the forest, this burrow, which should have been empty, was normally deserted.

But smoke was rising from the entrance of the burrow, which should have been filled only with dust, and inside the burrow, where a presence could be felt, instead of a hunter, a Girl wearing unfitting rags for the winter sat in front of a bonfire, gazing at the flickering flames.

Her ash-gray hair, long enough to be a carpet, had lost its luster and was mixed with dust from sweeping the burrow floor.

Her gaunt face suggested she hadn't eaten for days. Her emaciated body, barely visible through the holes in her rags, showed her skin clinging to her bones.

But her triangular beast ears perked up, wary of her surroundings, and her emerald eyes, which might have seemed dull like her thin body, were instead highlighted by a sharp gaze, filled with fighting spirit and determination, shining faintly.

Lost in deep thought, the Girl simply sat there, hugging her knees and watching the bonfire burn.

Whine... Whine...

The Girl slowly turned her gaze towards the whining sound and saw a black wolf limping towards her.

A bolt was stuck in its front leg, indicating it had been attacked.

The Girl was puzzled.

She had released the wolves she had subjugated around this area to prevent people from approaching.

Based on her experience in the South, a place she'd never heard of in her far northern hometown, small groups of people usually avoided the area with just a few wolves released.

The Girl couldn't help but worry about this unexpected variable that overturned her expectations.

"Could they have... chased me all the way here?"

The Girl suddenly remembered being driven from her northern homeland and fleeing south, to the opposite end of the continent. Unable to overcome her resentment, she bit her lip.

"I thought they wouldn't be able to chase me anymore. Is this how it's going to end... I wanted to recover a little more strength."

When she lifted the rags, barely clothes, the cloth wrapped around her abdomen was clearly revealed.

Judging by the medicinal herbs sticking out from the blood-soaked cloth, it seemed like she had only managed to perform first aid.

The Girl decided that she could no longer avoid her pursuers.

She had no energy left to run, and nowhere else to run to.

A dead end.

With nowhere to retreat but a bottomless cliff, she resolved to jump down herself rather than submit.

The determined Girl soon headed out of the cave.

Leaving behind the small warmth provided by the bonfire, she stepped out into the cold that relentlessly pushed her.

One step. And then another step.

With one step, her muscles twisted and enlarged,

With one step, ash-gray fur like a beast grew on her smooth skin,

With one step, long claws grew from her hands and feet, a protruding snout with sharp teeth emerged,

And with one step, her emerald eyes turned upside down, filled with killing intent.

When the Girl took her last step from the burrow's darkness into the sunset field, there stood not the Girl, but only a 'Monster'.

"I'll kill them all."

The feeling of revenge in her chest burned bigger than the campfire, and the 'Monster', emerging from the burrow, rushed forward, following the strong scent of blood from the logging area.
Chapter 3: White Fang (1)
After Sam explained everything, I headed up the riverside, eventually reaching the logging site. It was a sad sight, full of stumps where trees used to be.

I'd spent the journey thinking about how to deal with the wolves. I'd come up with two plans, a best-case scenario and a backup.

Firstly, lay down the bait and wait. Any wolf that went for it would be dealt with.

Secondly, if they were too clever to approach, Steely and I would visit each of the burrows Sam had told me about, one after another, and eliminate them.

It was important not to underestimate them and risk injury, so we'd go with the best-case scenario first.

I took a chicken out of the sack I'd brought – a chicken I'd gotten in the village. I used my dagger to stab its neck and then sliced down its belly, causing its guts and blood to spill out onto the white snow.

It made a pretty nasty sound, but the feeling was familiar, so it passed quickly.

I threw the chicken, chest ripped open, onto the ground and sat on a nearby stump.

Now, the only thing left to do was wait for them to take the bait. If the wind carried the smell far enough, I'd soon get to see their faces.

To pass the time, I played with Steely, who lay beside me. We waited, and waited, watching the sun, which had been high in the sky, begin to sink.

The chicken on the ground was now buried in snow, growing stiff from the cold. I figured about three hours had passed.

"Was it a bust?"

My hands and feet were beginning to chill. My nose was numb with cold, and I longed for a warm fireplace.

Maybe waiting like this was pointless. Had I been too confident, just because I was dealing with animals?

It seemed I was going to come away empty-handed today. I couldn't afford to use animal carcasses every day, so tomorrow I'd have to start searching the burrows Sam had described, first thing in the morning.

Just as I was about to get the chicken and prepare to leave, Steely, who had been curled up, suddenly stood up.

Were they finally here?

Looking in the direction Steely was gazing, I saw dark wolves, already drooling, drawn by the scent of the chicken.

I was lucky.

It seemed I wouldn't have to wander around the mountains without knowing the terrain.

Seeing the black heads over the ridge, I couldn't help but feel a sense of relief.

"Alright, then. Steely. Let's begin."

Whoosh.

A low, short whistle.

At my signal, Steely kicked off the ground, twisted his body, and dashed forward.

He understands so well just by a signal, he is very reliable.

"Grrrr."

As Steely vanished, the wolves, previously standing with arrogant dominance on the hill, began to slink down towards the logging site.

They likely assumed I'd be easy prey, having already driven off several strong men from the area.

In moments, the wolves descended and encircled me, forming a living fence.

Their eyes, like those of scouts assessing a target, focused intensely on me, accompanied by low growls.

Surrounded by their murderous stares,

I calmly retrieved a neatly folded parchment bundle from my chest pocket.

The parchment's end glowed blue – a familiar detail.

I lifted it high above my head with both hands.

The wolves, confused by my actions, snarled louder and edged closer.

Seeing their predatory advance, a smirk touched my lips.

"Gotcha."

Speaking words they couldn't comprehend, I squeezed my eyes shut and tore the parchment fiercely.

A flash, still jarring despite its familiarity, erupted brightly behind my closed eyelids.


◈

The law of the jungle dictates life: the strong prey on the weak, and only the fittest survive.

It's a fundamental principle: predators devour prey, prey develop survival strategies, and if those strategies are unbreakable, the predator faces starvation.

Under this brutal law, I was simply prey.

Almost as if to prove that the tranquility of my previous, modern life was an illusion, I was reincarned into Another World and immediately crowned with the ignominious titles of war orphan, slave, and mercenary.

This unfortunate triple crown provided no compensation for my abrupt and unexplained reincarnation, except for one invaluable lesson.

The art of survival from the depths of existence.

It instilled in me fear, and the control thereof.

Deprived of senses, the mind becomes a canvas for vivid, often terrifying, images.

Block your eyes and ears, lose your primary means of gathering information, and your mind will instinctively fill the void with past experiences, re-imagined to fit the present.

But this fabricated information is inherently circumstantial and uncertain, forcing you to confront its unreliability, and, in turn, to feel fear.

The concept needs no further explanation.

The wolves before me are currently proving this point.

Yelp!

I smashed my club into the head of a charging wolf, narrowly avoiding its attack. It fell to the ground with a thud.

The injured wolf struggled, its breathing labored and wheezing,

blood spraying from its wound, decorating the snowy ground in red.

However, the field was already heavily marked, making the fresh stain almost unnoticeable.

The wolves who had forfeited that crimson artwork whined near their fallen companion, staggering and falling, seemingly incapable of maintaining their balance.

They had all received a solid blow to the skull and were now battling the spinning world of a concussion.

Some of them may have died from a brain hemorrhage along with a concussion.

Progress is smooth, but let's not forget that wolves are among the most dangerous creatures in the wild.

While giant ogres may rend people limb from limb and goblin hordes may raid and plunder, in these tranquil lands, a world apart from those horrors, wolves still pose a significant danger.

I intend to eradicate their entire bloodline today,

a task that Steely and I can accomplish by ourselves.

With the sound of another wolf's skull shattering beneath my club, the remaining wolves lost their nerve, reduced to growling from afar.

It was clear, compared to our first clash, that they were barely holding themselves back.

A few courageous ones, scenting me, lunged, but such blind assaults were no match for me.

'The Flash Scroll is performing admirably, just as I'd hoped.'

Though its uses are finite, it's indispensable in moments like these.

It's costly, certainly, but that's what tools are for – to be used at the opportune moment.

It's preferable to having it end up as a useless trinket in my grave.

With the wolves blinded and keeping their distance, I had a brief respite to observe the surroundings.

Despite their pack tactics, they remain, at their core, mere beasts.

Their strategy likely hinges entirely on using their numbers to overwhelm.

Of course, I don't deny that superior numbers are often the cornerstone of a successful strategy.

I learned that lesson well during my mercenary career.

Being outnumbered is a demoralizing experience. Not one I'd care to repeat.

"Yelp!"

A golden streak, swift as a gale, clamped down on a wolf that had separated from the pack and melted back into the forest.

Steely, without a doubt. He's unfailingly reliable.

While the wolves were sizable, they seemed almost diminutive compared to Steely, who was the size of a full-grown man.

Steely's powerful bite and sheer strength, befitting his bulk, were more than sufficient to pierce the wolves' flesh and shatter their necks.

He's a war dog, seasoned by countless battles; these wolves are no match for him in experience.

Besides, killing them instantly might have left me vulnerable, so the image of him hauling a wolf away by the neck into the woods was brutal, but undeniably effective.

Of course, that's only possible because Steely is exceptionally tough, both in strength and constitution.

My loyal companion.

Imagine the wolves' predicament: blinded, facing a madman who's crushing skulls with a club as if it were a casual sport,

and behind them, a savage dog capable of snapping their necks with one bite and swift enough to thwart any attempt at escape.

For them, it must be utter hell.

As the numbers gradually decreased, there were more wolves struggling on the ground than standing.

There was no need to drag it out any longer, so I put the club on my waist and took out the crossbow.

One shot to the head, One wolf killed.

The bolt, with tension that could pierce through most thick leather like cutting paper, cut through the wind and shattered the wolf's skull.

For confirmation, I shot another bolt into the heads of the fallen ones, and the logging site, where the wolves' cries and the sound of heads breaking echoed, was left with only a cool chill and the sound of owls hooting.

"Phew. Finally, it's over."

I did deal with the wolf pack under the pretext of Pest Control, so I needed proof that I subdued these guys,

but I'll have to leave it like this for now and come back tomorrow.

No one will carry the wolf carcasses and accuse me if I leave it like this.

Now, tomorrow, the lumberjacks can safely cut down trees and deliver the wood to the carpenter who will make my furniture.

Let's go back. I need to report to the Village Chief, and I need to feed Steely, who worked hard.

"When we get back, I'll make him a killer meat porridge..."

My words died in my throat, cut off by a chilling sensation that enveloped me.

An uncanny feeling, like electricity coursing from my waist up through my spine, sent shivers down my body. It was a disgusting sensation, as if something massive and slimy was sliding all over me.

My body, previously relaxed, tensed involuntarily.

I flung myself away from the ominous presence, grabbing the crossbow hanging from my sling.

Only a few times in my life had my senses been so violently assaulted, and those were memories I desperately wanted to erase.

But in a situation like this, it was unmistakable. The overwhelming pressure, like a colossal, murderous weight about to crush me. It felt like no more than two seconds.

I rolled aside, relying solely on instinct. The moment I did, the spot where I had been standing exploded as if a bomb had detonated, scattering snow and dust everywhere.

My heart sank.

In the past, the Guild Members had saved me, but if I hadn't recognized that feeling, my body would have been the one to explode.

Without pausing to stand, I lay on my back and unleashed a volley of bolts from my crossbow into the dust cloud. The thick snow and dust completely hid my opponent.

It was a desperate attempt to land even one hit, considering the power and weight needed to create such a dust cloud, and the likely enormous size of the creature.

"Grrr!"

A rough, grating growl, like that of a wild beast, resonated from within the dust cloud.

My scattered bolts had bought me a precious moment. I quickly rose from the snowy ground and surveyed my surroundings.

No ambush. I spotted Steely running far in the distance.

Relieved, but still highly alert, I considered the situation. This creature was alone.

What was it?

As the dust cloud slowly dissipated, the attacker's form gradually became visible, and upon seeing it, I frowned.

It was two meters tall. A wolf-like creature, yet shaped like a human. Gray fur.

At first glance, it resembled a Werewolf, but Werewolves were larger and had darker fur. If my memory served me, I knew this creature.

"White Fang?"

Why was a creature that should be in the North doing here in the South?

The confusion was momentary. I heightened my Presence Detection and glared at the beast.

If I recalled correctly, Ogres tear people apart. White Fangs shatter them into pieces.
Chapter 4: White Fang (2)
I had no choice but to doubt my own eyes.

There's nothing more disconcerting than something being where it shouldn't be.

In the North, the White Fang are at the top of the food chain.

They possess superior physical abilities and are resistant to the cold, having adapted to the Northland where cold waves batter most of the year.

Moreover, they are intelligent beings capable of communicating with each other and coexisting with other civilizations.

Yeah. A being with 'intelligence' ambushed me. That's the key.

If it was just a beast or a monster, I wouldn't care, but that White Fang attacked me with clear intent.

Even facing an enemy, my thoughts deepened.

Did I do something to deserve an ambush from a White Fang?

I swear I didn't.

At most, I encountered them a few times as allies in battle and in a village near the North during a stopover request.

Let's put the questions aside for now.

I can't afford to be lost in thought when facing an enemy.

First, let's think of a way to overcome this situation.

Current status.

Two shots on the left shoulder. One in the abdomen. That was the damage it took from my attacks.

In addition, for some reason, the abdomen was bandaged and something like medicinal herbs had been applied. The bolt was stuck in that wound.

It seems unable to move because of the bolt in that wound.

It was hard to see the extent of the abdominal injury because of the bandages, but it might be a pretty serious injury since a White Fang, who boasts a strong body, wouldn't be taken down by just three bolts.

That means it was already injured before attacking me.

Was there a misunderstanding?

The thoughts I tried to cut off continue again.

A race as intelligent as the White Fang wouldn't attack without reason, would they? It felt like a misunderstanding. Had they mistaken me for someone else?

Surprisingly, my mercenary title often leads to such misunderstandings. It's unavoidable, given I belong to a profession that lives by the blade.

Of course, that's mostly true for the Guild. General mercenary groups are often seen as hired thugs, causing most of the problems.

Regardless, there's definitely room for discussion.

"Hey. Do you speak the Imperial Language? I'm not sure what misunderstanding there is, but I'm a Human with no connection to the White Fang. I know you probably hold some grudges, but let's talk this through, okay?"

I tried speaking while keeping my crossbow aimed, staying just close enough to react to any sudden moves. It simply glared, clutching its injured abdomen.

Did it realize I was innocent after my explanation, or was it just catching its breath, exhausted from the attack on top of its injury?

As it struggled for air, the creature's thick lips parted.

"Conversation? Stabbing someone who showed kindness and toying with them like prey is a conversation?"

Thankfully, it spoke the Imperial Language. The pronunciation was stiff, but communication was possible, which was a relief.

Its voice, as rough as sandpaper and as thick as its appearance, vibrated with anger - and unfortunately, I was the target.

"I'd call that a crime."

"I have no reason to listen to the one who killed my tribe members for no reason! Ugh!"

The creature tried to step forward but collapsed to one knee, exhausted. It clearly put everything into its recent attack.

Or perhaps it was acting. Doubt and caution are always preferable.

"I'll say it again, we have no reason to fight. Let's not hold grudges over a misunderstanding."

"What makes you think I'd believe that... ?"

Even in a weak voice, its spirit remained unbroken.

I struggled to respond to such an aggressive question. I couldn't prove my innocence, nor could I trust it.

But... There had to be a chance.

For both of us.

"We're strangers, so belief doesn't matter. It's a question of trust. Do what you want. Kill me. Or choose a different path. If you surrender, I'll offer a healing potion and a place to rest."

With those words, I lowered my crossbow.

Whether it accepts my offer or attacks, I couldn't say.

The future events that will happen because of it are just 'accidental incidents' caused by misunderstandings.

Whether it was contemplating my offer or plotting something, it remained silent.

After the combination of words I spat out broke the silence, I don't know how long the silence that might be stained with blood will last, so I just fiddle with the handle of the crossbow.

"...Food?"

I was more than bewildered, I was flustered by the sudden demand for food.

"What? Ah... yes. I'll give it to you."

It must have been embarrassed to say that, because it turned its glaring gaze away. Why are you embarrassed?

I decided to accept the request, thinking of it as the White Fang's own sign of trust.

The creature, who couldn't possibly know my feelings, still had a fierce gaze, but its killing intent felt slightly weaker than before.

Thud.

"..."

Ah. Its killing intent weakened because it was about to faint.

Hearing my answer, the creature collapsed.

Like a giant tree trunk, it fell with a loud thud and lay there without moving, as if it had died.

I was about to cautiously approach, wondering if it was a trap, when I heard the sound of footsteps crunching on the snow behind me.

"Steely?"

Steely, who had been circling the nearby forest, came up and sat next to me, looking up at me. With clear eyes that seem to say praise me for finishing my job.

It would be cute enough to be popular on Instagram Reels if its snout wasn't covered in blood.

But, if Steely is back, it seems there's nothing around, including wolves, that could be a variable.

Then what's left is that White F...

"Huh?"

Turning back, I saw the White Fang had reverted from a monstrous werewolf to a human. The massive body was gone, replaced by a woman. Her ashen hair, long enough to be mistaken for fur, cascaded to her waist. Skin as white as untouched mountain snow was now marred by dirt, scabs, and pus.

She was clearly unable to even wash, let alone tend to her wounds. Her clothes, likely torn during the transformation, were gone. The White Fang, in human form, was naked.

I hesitated to call it an encounter with the opposite sex. My thoughts drifted away from anything embarrassing.

What stood before me was not a tempting figure, but a desperately ill woman, miraculously alive despite her injuries and starvation. Her skin clung to her bones, starved of nourishment. The wound on her abdomen was a testament to prolonged neglect.

And then there was the bolt, still lodged in her flesh, the one I had fired. Despite being the one ambushed, a wave of guilt washed over me.

How had things become so twisted? The victim and perpetrator roles felt reversed. The only solace was that I hadn't faced a frenzied White Fang alone.

Thanks to its choice, I had survived unscathed. In a strange way, the White Fang had saved its own life too.


◈

A warm energy circulated around her, the warmth of a campfire caressing her skin. Even the air entering her nostrils felt warm, the cozy touch of the blanket lulling her into a natural languor.

How long had it been since she felt this comfortable? She sank deeper into the bed, immersed in a sensation she had almost forgotten, wanting to savor this feeling just a little longer.

Her eyes were slowly closing again, drawn in by the comfort, but...

"...!"

Her eyes snapped open, wide with shock, ripped from the verge of a comfort-induced slumber. She knew all too well that this enveloping warmth was something she shouldn't be experiencing now.

She had lost her home and family to unknown rogues, forced to flee, utterly helpless, barely surviving as she was constantly pursued, day and night, across unfamiliar lands.

She had wandered aimlessly, following her feet as they led her this far South, a small mercy being that the pursuers' momentum seemed to have waned, the pursuit finally ceasing.

But hunger and festering wounds still plagued her, urging her to simply give up and await death in this anonymous land. This warmth was impossible in her harsh reality, where she didn't even know if she'd see another sunrise.

It simply shouldn't be happening.

She tried to sit up in bed with a sudden seizure of movement, only to groan as pain shot through her body, collapsing back down.

'The medicine has worn off...'

Catching her breath, waiting for the pain to subside, she slightly lifted the blanket, eager to check the wound.

Beneath the somewhat thick leather blanket, she saw her body clad in someone's linen shirt. The shirt was a man's, so it was bigger than her frame, the end of the shirt going down to her thighs.

She used her free right hand instead of her left, which was holding up the blanket, to slowly lift the hem of the linen shirt. Her skinny and dry but spotless white thighs were revealed, and then her pelvis slowly came into view, even her empty pubic area, which had nothing covering it.

It was better than wearing only rags without underwear in the first place, but she couldn't help but feel a sense of shame.

'It's that man...'

What more can she add? She fainted at the logging site, and the man rescued her, bringing her to his shelter as he promised.

She must have been entrusted to that man's hands, her rags removed, her body, messed up with pus and dirt, washed, and changed into clothes that man must have worn.

She shook her head vigorously to shake off the shame that was rushing in again, feeling ashamed to reveal her private parts, but she had to thank that man for not abandoning her in this wilderness, allowing her to feel this warm warmth once again.

Having shaken off the thoughts that were warming her head, she lifted the linen shirt to take a closer look at her throbbing abdomen.

The abdomen revealed under the fully lifted linen was wrapped in a white bandage that felt meticulously applied, even to the point of feeling sincere, the smell of medicinal herbs that pricked her nose and made her tongue feel bitter a bonus.

'It hurts, but it seems okay.'

She, who checked her condition by stroking the bandage wrapped around her body, put the shirt back down and collapsed on the bed.

The fluffy bedding, filled with tightly packed dry leaves, gently embraced her, soothing her weary mind and body.

When the comfort that had been pushed far away by tension returned, she unknowingly let out a languid breath, her head ringing alarm bells telling her to run away, but she was too tired to get up.

Besides, the thought that maybe he really didn't mean to harm her loosened her tension that had been kept taut.

And.

"What are you going to do now? Where is your master?" She, who only slightly turned her head, casually asked the one she was looking at.

He heard her voice, close to resignation, that had given in to the comfort of the bedding and the warmth of the fireplace that invaded her tired and sick body, and he looked up at her while lying down next to the burning campfire.

Fluffy golden fur. Plump rump. Short and stubby tail.

[Don't worry. It's true that my master is not merciful with his hands, but he is quite merciful to those who seize the opportunity when given.]

Lakus' companion dog, Steely, answered her question.
Chapter 5: After the Rescue
Their gazes locked, the girl carefully sat up, taking care not to disturb her wounds.

"Why did you help me?"

[My life may be shorter than yours, but I've lived a good while among my kind. I couldn't bear to see a promising youth die.].

The girl regarded Steely with a mix of emotions. Steely's response came in a deep, middle-aged voice that seemed at odds with his dense, fluffy appearance.

She hadn't thought much about her own age, but she was certain she'd lived longer than the dog before her. Fifteen winters had passed since she came of age, placing her at least at nineteen. Being treated like a child by the younger Steely felt absurd.

Moreover, she was surprised by Steely's vocabulary, which far surpassed any dog she'd ever encountered.

[Still, I'm glad I arrived in time. Allow me to introduce myself. My master calls me Steely.].

"Steely...?"

The girl tilted her head, a puzzled expression on her face. Steely simply shook his head.

[Don't dwell on it. I don't know the meaning either. It's simply a gift to one who was nameless, and for that, I'm grateful.].

Realizing her discourtesy, despite her own feelings of insignificance, the girl cleared her throat.

"Still, you're better off than I am. I haven't received a name yet."

[You haven't had your coming-of-age ceremony.].

"That's right. My parents died before then."

For the White Fang, receiving a name was a rite of passage, signifying recognition as an adult member of the group and acceptance of their responsibilities. It was a 'will' bestowed by the family who had watched over them, and a 'reverence' received from those they acknowledged.

Parents observed the young White Fang's growth, and based on their experience, carefully considered the child's nature, offering blessings and wishes for their chosen path. Or, sometimes, a single 'will' dictating the parents' desires for their child.

Regardless of parental influence, receiving a name meant official recognition as a member, holding great significance for the White Fang. In their harsh environment, failure to integrate into a group meant death.

[I see. I spoke without thinking. Please forgive me.].

"It's okay."

Steely, who'd casually overheard the girl's conversation with Lakus despite the distance needed to kill the wolf, had a rough idea of her predicament.

Knowing from experience in the North that her people were sensitive about names, Steely immediately apologized, and the girl calmly accepted.

Instead, she posed a question that had just come to mind.

"Do you know of our race? Our traditions...? Cough! Cough!"

[Oh dear, I was inconsiderate.].

Her throat, dry from days without food or water while unconscious, suddenly seized up.

As violent coughs wracked the girl, Steely stood.

He dragged a water jug from near the bonfire and, carefully avoiding spills, set it before her.

[Here, drink. It's clean. The cup is beside you.].

Driven by thirst, the girl unhesitatingly grabbed the cup, scooped water from the jug Steely offered, and gulped it down.

One cup, two, three.  Finally, after drinking repeatedly without pause, the girl let out a long, satisfied sigh.

An older man might have smiled benevolently, but Steely was, unfortunately, a fluffy, adorable puppy.

[You've been unconscious for a while. It's… the third night since I brought you here.].

"Three days?"

[That's right. Your wounds were among the worst I've seen. The smell of blood, decay, and medicine was overwhelming. But my master seemed pleased with the outcome, so I believe it went well.].

The girl touched her abdomen again. A faint pain lingered, but it felt much cleaner than before.

[Anyway, yes, to answer your question. My master and I have encountered your people, the White Fang. But we fought alongside them against a common enemy, so don't think it was the kind of encounter you might imagine.].

The girl felt a wave of relief at Steely's words.

While other intelligent races might deceive for personal gain, animals like Steely, true to their instincts, were incapable of lying.

Besides, the shout she'd heard during that tense confrontation with Lakus on the snowy mountain was still fresh in her memory.


[Oh my! A young one! Quick! Seize the opportunity! Don't hesitate, just take a chance and hurry!]

She'd doubted her ears at Steely's excited, almost inappropriate, outburst.

The shout seemed so incongruous with the palpable killing intent emanating from Lakus.

Yet, barely conscious and faltering, she'd chosen to heed that shout in a desperate gamble, and it had saved her.

"Thank you for answering my question. And... thank you for saving me."

[You're welcome. If we hadn't met your kin, my master and I might have killed you as well. And it was our master who truly saved you; you should thank him.]

At Steely's words, the girl nodded lightly.

As he said, it was a misunderstanding, but she had attacked an innocent person, so the girl vowed to thank Lakus and apologize.

'But still...'

Perhaps it was because she heard the truth about the misunderstanding, and the tension was completely relieved by the conversation with Steely.

The girl grabbed her stomach again because of a primal sensation rising to the surface.

What bothered the girl this time was not pain, but,

'I'm hungry...'

It was a tremendous hunger that even sleep couldn't suppress.


◈

It was day three since the White Fang had lost consciousness.

Despite the makeshift surgery, I was confident it would hold.  I relied on my self-taught medical skills, honed from years on the battlefield, and enhanced by a health potion—an alchemical treasure this Fantasy World that could make up for my lack of formal training.

It wasn't a guaranteed success.

However, I'd used this method to save lives on the battlefield before, and none of those survivors had suffered any long-term consequences.

I hadn't planned on doing such risky work.

The mercenary life is all about trading your life for money, and those living on the edge are always strapped for cash.

Thus, when I began my mercenary career, I had to tackle contracts with insufficient provisions every single time. Every battlefield was a challenge.

That’s the only way to turn a profit.

Money isn't accumulated by earning alone; it's accumulated through efficient saving.

I explored various techniques, always searching for ways to use supplies sparingly and maximize profits. A continuous 'let's see what happens' method of problem-solving.

Then, I hit upon the idea of excising as much of the necrotic tissue as possible before applying the potion.

The logic was incredibly simple: if the potion heals rotten tissue, wouldn't less be needed if the majority was surgically removed? Utter, simple ignorance.

I can still picture it perfectly.

My guild members, initially dumbfounded by my words, quickly exclaimed, 'You're a genius! Let's try it!' and descended on the patient like a flock of vultures.

Naturally, the other guild member, the one clutching his rotting wound and moaning, turned paler than death.

Even so, it's a story we often share over drinks, punctuated by laughter, so it turned out fine, didn't it?

In any case, that past experience enabled me to save yet another life.

The White Fang's injury was severe, the infection life-threatening, but their will to live was surprisingly strong. I was able to save them, just barely.

"It's about time she woke up."

Three days asleep – she was bound to wake up starving soon, just like the White Fang I'd met in the North.

'Ouch! Hungry! Meat!'

Imagine that! That guy woke up suddenly, completely bandaged, and said exactly that. A true beast in the raw.

It took Jesus three days to rise from the dead, but these guys woke up after a three-day faint, demanding a meal.

If only one of them had done it,

'Wow. He's insane.'

I would have dismissed it.

But all the White Fangs in that same makeshift hospital tent, getting up as if connected by some kind of neural link, and all fussing about their hunger...

'Wow. I guess it's normal for them.'

That's what I thought, and I decided to accept it and adapt.

It was a real lesson in 'adapt quickly,' one of the most important traits a mercenary can have.

Anticipating another White Fang waking up soon, I decided to get a meal ready. I wanted to be accommodating, so I resolved to do my utmost.

My plan was to buy a chicken from the Village Chief's yard at a reasonable price. However, thanks to my handling of the wolves, the Village Chief offered me a suitable rooster. Free of charge, no less.

It was perfect.

It was an old chicken, but given the rarity of meat in the countryside, it was clearly a thank you for dealing with the wolves.

The villagers had also checked the wolf bodies I'd left at the logging area, so the evidence was clear-cut.

This is why managing your favorability stat is crucial.

So, I arrived at my comfortable home, a plucked and thoroughly trimmed, naked chicken in hand.

Opening the door, I was enveloped by warm air.

Basking in the warmth, I entered the house, the interior painted vermilion by the bonfire's glow in contrast to the dark, white world outside.

"You're awake?"

As I'd expected, the White Fang was awake.

Her condition had improved considerably. She was sitting on the bed with only her upper body raised.

A normal person would have been dead already. I can't even imagine how strong her vitality is.

She was staring at Steely, but when I entered, she turned her gaze to me.

The White Fang was startled for a moment when she saw me. Soon she composed herself and bowed her head slightly.

"Thank you for helping me. I owe you a great debt."

Although it was still an awkward and stiff tone, the White Fang's sincerity was clearly felt.

Compared to when I first met her three days ago, she was very polite.

As expected of that race, she was still vibrating with toughness even though her body was slender from prolonged hunger. Considering the previous appearance of trying to plant me in the ground with her heavy body like a hammer, it was quite bearable.

"I'd say you were lucky. If it had been a little later, the infection would have spread to your internal organs and it would have been difficult to handle."

It was a blessing in disguise for the White Fang that I had prepared an Elven Potion, which was reliable in performance and had a long shelf life. It was a first-aid medicine in case I got hurt when I went to the village.

This White Fang was really lucky.

Even if there was a cheat called a potion, there was nothing I could do.

As much as it was expensive, the quantity was not that large.

If the White Fang's internal organs had been rotting, I would have had to look for a gravesite without even trying amateur surgery.

"Lucky..."

The White Fang muttered softly to my words, and her complexion darkened.

Come to think of it, she said her family was murdered. She fled from the Northern Continent to here, chased by pursuers.

Surviving itself may have been a great fortune, but I couldn't know if that was really the fortune the White Fang needed.

It's up to the White Fang, she herself, to judge that.

I just need to keep my promise,

"Let's talk later, let's eat first."
Chapter 6: Your Name
The White Fang's intense gaze flickered to my hand as I spoke.

The subtle movement of its throat suggested it was ready to devour a raw chicken.  Given it was alive despite a hole in its stomach, and having witnessed another White Fang revive from near-death due to starvation, I couldn't entirely dismiss the possibility.

"That's for tomorrow's breakfast. Wait. No matter who you are, if you eat it raw, you'll just vomit it up."

Something heavy like a raw chicken, suddenly hitting a long-empty stomach, could cause indigestion, even death. The White Fang might be resilient enough to handle it, but given my past observations, it was better to make it easily digestible, like baby food.  That's why I went with stew.

...Well, it was really just army-style slop masquerading as stew.

My gaze naturally dropped to the pot below. It contained the stew I'd prepped around lunchtime.  Just pig slop made with potatoes, carrots, and jerky I'd received as a gift of thanks.  It had simmered for hours, making it easy to eat, and the ingredients were quite filling. With a little more time, it would be a decent meal. But first...

"The stew will be warm soon," I said casually to the White Fang, a deeply ingrained habit.

"Let's talk for a bit while we wait."

Ignorance isn't a sin, but refusing to learn is – a saying I often heard back in my lost homeland. Right now, I needed information from this White Fang: its identity, its pursuers, the North. Everything.

This would determine whether to kill or spare it.

My gaze stayed relaxed, stirring the stew, but every nerve was focused on the White Fang.  I aimed for an appearance of detached indifference, while maintaining utmost caution and vigilance.

"Let's exchange names. I'm Lakus. And you?"

"I don't have a name yet. I haven't been given one."

"Were you still a child? Surely, you had a name your family called you when you were young."

I glanced sideways and saw a slight look of surprise on the White Fang's face.

But it was only for a moment. It frowned, perhaps offended by being treated like a child.

"I'll be an adult after this winter."

"I see. So, what should I call you then? Kid? Little miss?"

"I don't really care, but I'll be offended if you call me that, even as a joke from my benefactor."

A child who hates being treated like a child. Still a child, then.

I wisely kept that thought to myself, swallowing the words before they could escape. I'm well aware that names hold a special meaning to the White Fang.

"That wasn't my intention. In that case, can I just call you whatever I feel comfortable with?"
"That's fine."

I took a moment to observe the White Fang's appearance.

A color more gray than white.

Long hair, thick enough to be a blanket.

Triangular, pointed wolf ears perched atop its head.

Sharp eyes, still holding a wild aura, gave a cold impression, yet the thick black eyebrows and clear, distinct eyes seemed almost cheerful.

It's a look I've seen somewhere... Definitely...

Yes. That's it.

"Are you really okay with this?"

"Absolutely."

"Truly?"

With the subject's confirmation, I felt it was alright.

I glanced at the White Fang and spoke the word that sprang to mind.

"Then... I'll call you Suki. Hoe Suki." [TL]This name just like Steely's was a word play, in this case it was a korean word play on Husky. I tried to find a good way to tl this but Hoe Suki was the best, since it still mantains the initian meaning, and the sound is similar to Husky. In any case, the mc will mostly use her shortened name - Suki, so it aint all bad[/TL]

"...What?"

An emotion flickered across the face of the White Fang, now Hoe Suki.

If I had to guess, it was bewilderment.

Precisely.

The image that came to mind when I saw her was a husky.

From there, I'd given it a twist, a name only common in my former homeland.

Unique enough, wouldn't you say?

Perhaps.

Was it because the name was so unusual, so unfamiliar? Hoe Suki sighed deeply, lowered her head, and rubbed her temples.

She seemed quite taken aback.

I suppose she didn't like it...

"Was I being shortsighted... I should have noticed when I heard the name Steely..."

Hoe Suki softly muttered, close to self-reproach, and I looked down at Steely, who was quietly lying beside me.

I stroked Steely, who was looking up at me with innocent eyes.

"I heard you could communicate with animals. Was it true?"

"......"

There was no answer, but it was clear that Hoe Suki was not very fond of the name I gave her.

Because the expression on her face, which she raised in response to my question, had become quite haggard in that short time, indicating that she was quite shocked.

That look couldn't simply be from exhaustion and hunger.

...She really didn't like it, did she?

"Um... should I give you a different name?"

"It's fine. Leave it."

"Another name, huh..."

"It's really fine. It is..."

She didn't finish, but I knew what she meant. It's alright. My naming credibility is the only thing damaged.

It's really fine...

Suppressing a slight pang of bitterness, I stirred the bubbling stew, trying to change the subject with a show of nonchalance.

I had put effort into that name, though...

Hoe Suki seemed on the verge of saying something, but she only rubbed her temples and sighed heavily. Was she resigned? Distraught?

Probably both.

The opportunity to close the distance and gain information through talking seemed to have vanished.

And, though it's somewhat cruel to admit, her dejection eased my own anxiety.

Right on cue, the stew finished cooking, steam wafting upwards.

I ladled the hearty stew into a wooden bowl and passed it to Hoe Suki. "This should be easy on the stomach. Eat all you want."

"...Thank you."

Still wearing a gloomy expression, Hoe Suki stared blankly at the bowl.

Could it be she doesn't like my food either...? It's simple fare, but it's good and filling.

I reached into my bag for a spare spoon to offer her.

"Slurp. Phew..."

But Hoe Suki, seemingly needing no spoon, drank the stew straight from the bowl like it was water. After a few gulps, she placed the empty bowl down with a thunk.

"Isn't it hot?"

"...Not at all."

She must have resistance to cold and heat.

She finished it so quickly? It was boiling just now, yet she downed it in one shot.

Was it just her appetite, or extreme hunger?

"Um... more?"

I asked, sheepishly returning the unused spoon to my bag.  She silently extended her bowl, her face still crestfallen.

I shouldn't. I shouldn't.

I shouldn't laugh, but I barely managed to contain it – she was just so cute. Was it her primal instincts? It was endearing to see her so bothered by the name, yet so eager for the stew.

It reminded me of a child who, even after a scolding, comes straight back at dinner for their mother's food.

The way she filled her bowl with stew, only to immediately empty it, was almost magical.

Her large appetite was anticipated; that's why I prepared the stew in the first place. I continued to refill her bowl, making sure she ate until she was satisfied.

As for our conversation... that can wait.


◈

A woman was looking down at the city covered in snow through the frosted window.

Her height, close to 2 meters, evokes the image of a strong warrior even from behind.

Her frame, even exuding a wildness, suggests that her stage is the battlefield.

Her white hair, like the snow covering the world, is tied together and fixed with a hairpin, giving a dignified appearance.

The vertical pupils of her golden eyes occasionally expand and contract.

Her arms, which could easily crush someone's head with a ease, were crossed, embracing a chest as heavy as a watermelon, rising and falling with her steady breathing.

Her long eyelashes, contrasting with her wildness, slowly closed as if lost in thought. As if waiting for something.

In that silence, the firewood burning in the fireplace crackled and quietly burned.

Knock, knock.

At the sound of knocking, the two round ears on the woman's head fluttered.

The woman, gently opening her eyes, spoke.

"Come in."

At the firm answer, a rabbit demi-human quietly opened the door and entered.

Despite the rabbit demi-human entering, the woman kept her gaze out the window, but the rabbit demi-human, unfazed, gave a light bow to her back.

"Guild Master Blanche, this is a report regarding the messenger dispatched earlier."

At the rabbit demi-human's words, Blanche finally turned around, seemingly interested, still with her arms crossed, looking at the rabbit demi-human.

However, showing no interest in the rabbit demi-human and finding it bothersome to even listen to the report verbally, she flicked her hand at the rabbit demi-human.

The rabbit demi-human, immediately understanding her meaning, handed her the parchment document she was holding, familiar with the gesture.

Then, with a neat bow as before, the rabbit demi-human quietly exited the room.

"Phew..."

The overbearing attitude towards the rabbit demi-human vanished, and Blanche, with a look of tension, carefully unfolded the document and examined the report.

After carefully examining the document,

"So he arrived safely."

She felt relieved.

She smiled faintly and pictured a man in her heart.

He was weaker than her, yet strangely reliable and caring.

On the battlefield, his eyes gleamed with a cold light, calmly assessing situations and leading guild members.

Even with a crumbling body, he took the initiative to bring honor and wealth to the guild and the demi-humans.

A savior and a light.

Revered and admired by the guild members.

Lakus.

Blanche strongly embraced her body, shivering.

"...Haaaah."

Just repeating his name made her ears and tail stand on end, and a near pleasurable excitement swept through her entire body, that even the strong demi-human Blanche couldn't help but moan unconsciously.

Her cheeks flushed red, her breathing became rough, escaping her slightly parted lips.

The man she desired, Lakus.

Holding him tightly in her embrace, leaving her mark all over his body, their scents mingling until they couldn't be distinguished, their bodies and minds becoming one, confirming warmth with hot breaths, pressing her lower abdomen closer in their intersecting gazes...

Smack!

"...Get a grip."

Blanche, momentarily surprised by the sensual desire dominating her body, slapped herself hard.

He was superior, yet a being she could forcibly possess with her power.

Decadent lust and a twisted desire to possess him with her own force simmered in her heart, almost dragging her into the abyss.

Blanche, blaming the well-burning firewood unnecessarily, opened the window wide to avoid the heat.

She cooled her flushed, burning face with the winter wind and took a deep breath of the cold air, calming her wildly beating heart.

"How unsightly!"

Blanche, trying to calm her heart. Even just thinking of the name made it hard for her to control her feelings for Lakus.

She, who had always thought her life would remain on the battlefield, found it strange that the name of a man in a corner of her heart could make her whole body tingle with excitement.

And this was not because of a fellow demi-human or another strong race, but because of a single human, who was no match for the force revered by demi-humans.

It wasn't entirely unpleasant, because Lakus had achieved so much in the Demi-human Mercenary Guild.

The emptiness of his absence was so lonely, but she firmly believed that if 'that issue' was resolved well, the current separation would become a distant story to be shared with him upon their reunion.

It was just painful to have to endure because the time was not yet right.

However.

'Still, it's inevitable to be greedy sometimes...'

Hiding her bitter feelings and focusing on the excitement rising from thoughts of Lakus, Blanche turned her gaze to another document, skipping over the report about Lakus.

Her eyes slowly scanned the words engraved on the document.

How many times did her eyes move back and forth?

"...What?"

Blanche's sharp yet radiant expression gradually distorted, and her hands began to tremble without her realizing the document was crumpling.

So tightly was she clenching it that her fingernails pierced her palm, drawing blood.

Gnashing her teeth and groaning, Blanche, now devoid of elation from the news of Lakus, roared the name of the one who had enraged her.

"Eliza... that damned pink-haired bitch!!!!!!!"

At the outburst, as if she would tear the other apart at any moment, Blanche's subordinate, who was waiting outside, burst through the door and rushed in.

Before her subordinate could say anything, as if preempting any interruption, Blanche, who had burst into the office, unleashed her anger on the innocent subordinate and commanded.

"Find the fastest train to the Duchy! Right now!!!!"

It was a sudden command, but her subordinate, instead of responding to Blanche's furious command, ran out as fast as he could, his cold sweat drying instantly.

Blanche, still unable to quell her boiling rage, snorted and tore apart the declaration of war against her as if venting her anger.

'That damned girl...!'

It was a document torn to shreds as if to leave no trace, but Blanche still couldn't easily calm her anger because of the lingering image in her mind, scratching at her insides.

<Encountered a messenger from Bruella Duchy upon arrival, requesting delivery of instructions.>

'Who dares to touch what's mine...!'
Chapter 7: Omens, Daily Life, and That Bastard
People often say that to witness cutting-edge weaponry and technology infused with the essence of magitechnology, one should visit the Bruella Duchy.

Magitechnology represented the apex of human technological achievement, a fusion of magic and technological advancement.

The Bruella Duchy was initially renowned for its mining and steel industries, fueled by rich iron ore deposits.  Its mountainous terrain meant agriculture was less prominent.

With ample wood to support steel production, the duchy focused primarily on secondary industries.

Indeed, vigorous development continued even now.

Within the duchy's inner castle, a woman meticulously reviewed official documents flowing in from across the territory, overseeing its ongoing progress.

The duchy, prosperous since the late Duke's reign, continued to thrive.

It had reached a point where undertaking further challenges seemed almost impossible, seemingly having reached its full development potential.

However, this woman was not one to accept limitations.

The woman, with her generally round face, possessed a charmingly cute appearance.

Her side hair was neatly braided, and her silky pink hair was styled in pigtails, adorned with a cute hairpin.

She also had large, round eyes with blue pupils.

And, unfortunately for her, a small chest and petite stature.

All of this combined to give her the appearance of a young girl or a delicate woman, inspiring protectiveness in many men.

Yet, those familiar with her held her in awe, fearing her as though her pink hair were a menacing scarlet, her outward appearance a deceptive facade.

'Iron Blood.'

Her 'Iron Blood' moniker was infamous across the continent. It originated from an incident where she uncovered the treachery of vassals who had betrayed her for their own gain, swiftly executing them in a public display.

Furthermore, she ordered the beheading of everyone involved, including their direct and extended families, and even their servants.

Thorough investigations, leaving no stone unturned, had been ongoing since her return to power.

Many were terrified by the sheer brutality: those implicated were executed, and their heads were displayed throughout the territory as a grim warning.

A flawless ruler.

Her merciless hand, ensuring that none who opposed her would ever escape, continued its relentless work.

This was the origin of the woman's 'Iron Blood' nickname, a title that stood in stark contrast to her gentle appearance.

"Huum!"

After scribbling with her fountain pen and reviewing the final document, the woman stretched, her body stiff from sitting.  She clenched her fists, barely reaching the back of her luxurious chair, extending her small frame to ease tense muscles. Her expression was refreshed.

"Deliver these documents, the ones I just organized, to the lords of each directly controlled territory.  The documents concerning elves and dwarves go to His Majesty the Duke. Oh, and bring the new snacks that arrived, as well."

"As you wish, Princess Eliza."

The old nobleman, despite her seemingly cheerful tone, bowed slightly at the underlying command in her voice. He promptly wheeled the documents out of the office on a metal cart.

"I hope they pair well with the new black tea."

Eliza rose and walked to the window, bathed in sunlight.

It was a routine now, much like her work: standing by the window at this same time each day, removing her white gloves, and exposing her hands to the light.

A woman and a man, pinky fingers linked in a promise.

Eliza's hand was revealed in the bright light.

However, contrasting with her beautiful, almost fragile appearance, Eliza's hand was covered in hideous scars, a testament to the rumors whispered throughout the duchy. Ordinary scars crisscrossed her skin, and the ring finger of her left hand and the index finger of her right were visibly severed and reattached, marked by long, jagged scars.

It was a hand too marred for a princess, who should have been raised in delicate care.

But Eliza, unconcerned by her scarred hand, flexed her fingers in the warmth of the sun, stretching her arm towards the sky and spreading her fingers wide. The expression on her face, as she gazed at her hand, was as radiant as the sun itself.

"This should be enough, shouldn't it?"

An expression that brooked no compromise.

Authoritative, unwavering, and… A high-handed, violent oppressor.

The smile and gentle tone, not even displayed to her steward, made one question if this was the same person.

Eliza, after basking her hands in the sunlight for a long moment, smiled contentedly, an innocent smile that matched her youthful appearance.

"You're still holding strong, Lakus."

Eliza stroked her hand, now soft from the sunlight, and recalled the face of the man responsible for the scars that, as a woman, she should have concealed forever.

"I always keep this finger, the one you reattached, for you, but when will you understand my feelings?"

It was a mournful whisper, yet she knew her words couldn't reach Lakus. She knew it all too well. How could someone who was already gone hear the sincerity that failed to reach him even when spoken face-to-face?

But she didn't care.

"This place you made. This position. When all of this is perfect, please accept me once again."

She lowered her head, holding both hands tightly.

If it is lacking, fill it. When it is perfected, she will speak again.

He will accept.

She will make him accept.

He had to accept.

He will come to her, and she will go to him. Just like the fingers that were cut off were reconnected, she will be together with him again.

Definitely.

A smile spread across her face.

But the smile she made was different from an innocent smile, something else entirely.

Something was wrong.

It was an eerie smile.

"Princess Eliza. I have brought the snacks you requested."

At the maid's voice, Eliza hid the smile beneath a mask.

Eliza, calmly putting her gloves back on, let the maid into the office.

"Hmm?"

While Eliza sat on the sofa in the main seat, watching snacks being placed on the reception table, she discovered a letter envelope on the cart and asked the maid.

"That?"

"It's a letter from outside to Princess Eliza."

The maid placed a silver tray containing the envelope in front of Eliza.

An envelope without any seal.

It was a suspicious letter from an unknown source, yet Eliza already knew who sent it.

"You may leave. I will take care of it from now on."

The office became quiet after the order to leave.

Eliza carefully cut the seal with the letter knife on the silver plate, as if treating it as a precious object.

"I wonder what news has come this time."

The small hand that had removed the seal slowly read the neatly folded letter.

When her gaze reached the middle of the letter,

"...What?"

Round eyes became even rounder.

Her eyes trembled as if the shock hadn't subsided.

Eliza read it several times to see if she had misread it, but had no choice but to realize the contents were exactly as she had seen.

She closed her eyes tightly as if she had seen something she shouldn't have.

Perhaps she was trying to hide the anger that had gone cold in her blue eyes.

Eliza carefully folded the letter and put it back in the envelope, then threw it without hesitation into the fireplace on one side of the office.

The letter, engulfed in the flames rising in the fireplace, quickly crumbled and became a handful of ashes.

"...It seems I need to go to Ellea as soon as possible."

The heavily lowered eyelids rose, and the cold blue eyes looked at the ashes dancing in the fireplace.

As if thinking of burning something else.


◈

Unlike the eventful first day of rural life, the days that followed were truly peaceful.

With the village chief's kindness, I got the necessary furniture, and I also made myself likeable to the villagers.

And.

It was important that Suki, still groggy from my naming ceremony, had regained her mental and physical strength.

Thanks to that, I was able to ask Suki what I was curious about.

However, the meaning was more to find out if she had any misunderstandings about me, rather than to identify friend or foe, as at first.

Because if I have preconceived notions about a kid who has no reason to harm me, I will have a prejudice.

On a quiet morning, I took the time to sit down with her to talk about the unfinished business from the logging site and the dinner table, as if sharing old feelings.

From the indiscriminate attacks on the White Fangs in the north,

The sacrifices of the family to protect Hoe Suki.

The daily life of running away from the pursuers.

Starvation and guilt towards her family.

Injuries sustained during the chase and the pursuer's base desires.

The arduous journey to escape all of that and reach this place.

"That's it."

"...You've been through a lot too."

My heart ached as I listened to what Hoe Suki had been through.

I never want to believe a child, not even an adult yet, has to go through this.

I thought I had a pretty miserable life.

Suki was also remarkable. If we just look at the framework, it might be almost similar to mine.

I can't be sure if Suki's words are true or not.

Still, I wanted to believe Suki, just a girl, wouldn't lie and would only tell me the truth.

It might be just sympathy,

but the emotions reflected in Hoe Suki's eyes were so transparent that they were unlike anyone else I've ever met.

After learning about Suki's situation, I provided her with medicine, treatment, and meals as promised.

"Okay, I'm going to change your bandages, so sit down and cover yourself with a blanket."

"I can do it myself."

"Ahem. How long will it take you to apply medicine and bandage yourself? Just bear with it even if it's a little embarrassing. I'll be quick."

"Alright... Should I just hold up my clothes?"

"Yeah. Just hold it up for a moment... Hey, hey! Lift it moderately, you!"

There were many small happenings.

Provided the wounds that are starting to heal are disinfected, bandaged, and rested well, the White Fang's crazy healing power will be enough.

I thought the situation, which had seemed to be heading for the worst, was improving, so it was really good news.

Except for one thing.

"Sigh..."

"What's the matter?"

"I thought I had a stockpile."

"Of what?"

"Food. You know, edibles."

"...Did you go through all of it?"

"It'll be gone soon?"

"...I'm sorry."

It was Hoe Suki's amazing appetite.

The anecdote of her eating only stew for the first day, and then secretly grilling chicken legs on the bonfire the next day, was something I'll remember for a long time.

I was amazed by her miraculous recovery, eating undercooked chicken legs without getting sick.

After that, all the chicken and jerky I received from the village chief became Hoe Suki's daily food.

For a moment, I broke out in a cold sweat even in the middle of winter because of her enormous appetite, when she still looked disappointed.

Only then did I realize again. Even though she's young, Hoe Suki is a White Fang.

I declared that I would help and picked her up, so I will take care of her, but I had to do something about this enormous appetite.

From the beginning, my plan was to get groceries from Baron Pohem's territory.

That's why I only brought 3 days' worth of rations, but now that Hoe Suki is a variable, my plan has been disrupted.

First of all, Hoe Suki is a seriously injured person with a hole in her stomach, but she seems to be recovering.

Even though she looks healthy now, I couldn't leave Suki, who was seriously injured.

Taking Suki to the barony was even more out of the question.

No matter how excellent the Elven Potion is, if she messes with the wound herself, it won't heal.

And if I asked the villagers for help, I was worried about her appetite, making me self-conscious.

At this rate, I thought there might be a ridiculous situation where I have money but starve to death because there's nothing to eat.

While I was worrying about it, surprisingly, the problem was solved more easily than I thought.

"Wow~. I'm glad I stopped by on my way back from visiting Baron Pohem's territory. I never expected to meet such a distinguished person here."

"A distinguished person. I guess. With this much money in this countryside, I can become a distinguished person too."

"Haha! What are you saying? I'm just impressed by your generosity, sir!"

I was dumbfounded by the man's confident attitude, despite my sarcasm, but I just let it go.

In fact, his visit actually helped me overcome the crisis I was facing.

It's just that the price was three times more than I expected, so it was annoying.

Damn it! My money!

The inventory situation was getting worse, but it's okay. I can still hold on for now.

I was satisfied just by putting out the urgent fire. I had some money saved up, so it was okay.

Besides, I was able to get the things I needed. Let's move on.

"Hmm. Thank you for the clothes."

"Are they uncomfortable?"

"It's a little drafty down below, but... This dress is too much for me, so I can handle it."

"...There were no underwear. Please bear with it a little longer."

I was able to get clothes that fit Suki, who only wore my linen shirts.

However, the problem was that there was only a sleeveless dress made of a material that was a bit unsuitable for winter wear.

Fortunately, Hoe Suki is a White Fang and very resistant to cold, so it wasn't a big problem.

Suki herself said it was okay. The underwear problem... Please bear with it until I visit the barony later...

Still, if she walks around like that, she'll stand out too much, so I also got her a leather coat, a pair of waterproof walkers, and three pairs of wool socks that cover up to her thighs.

She tried to decline, saying that even that would be too hot, with a flimsy excuse.

But still...

If I left her like that, the villagers might see me as a psychopath who makes a child wear thin clothes in the middle of winter and sends her outside...

I prevented a disaster that might have happened in the future by giving the clothes to Hoe Suki, despite her strong objections.

If only I could spend every day like this, it would be great.

Today, the sunlight felt even more pleasant.

Until that came to mind.

"Ah. Right. The tax collector."

Fuck, I forgot about that.
Chapter 8: Confession?
"As expected of a White Fang—your regenerative abilities are truly impressive."

"Is that so? Even so, it's nothing compared to my father or brother. Their wounds would have healed much faster."

"…I think you're doing something quite incredible yourself. A normal person would have died several times over from that kind of injury."

"Hmm. Mother's wounds always took a long time to heal. Father and brother would fuss over her even if she just cut her finger."

Suki had been here for quite some time now.

Due to the cold winter and Suki's ongoing treatment, we avoided going outside, choosing instead to continue our warm, indoor life. We had simple conversations, and I spent my time helping Suki learn more about society.

"Your mother was a normal human, correct? So that'd make you a hybrid. That's supposed to be the usual thing for us humans."

"You say that as if I'm the unusual one."

"Welcome to the world of the One-Eyed Person, you Two-Eyed freak."

"You're using those complicated words again."

Since her mother was from the Empire, her Imperial Language was surprisingly fluent. However, in other respects, it was clear she had lived in a remote area. She was almost on par with, or perhaps even less knowledgeable than, I was right after I was reincarnated.

Another positive development is that, likely thanks to inheriting that monstrous regenerative ability, she's recovered remarkably well, to the point where she can move around without much trouble.

I decided that Suki could start moving around for rehabilitation, judging her to be sufficiently recovered.

"Anyway, since you've been resting for quite a while, some light exercise should be okay. It's not good to stay completely still; your joints and muscles might stiffen up later when you start moving around more."

"Good. Then, in that case, I noticed we were running low on firewood. I'll gather some while I'm limbering up. My brother often did that after he came back injured from hunting and Mother had treated him."

My intention was for her to take a light walk or do some simple exercises. But since she offered, I decided to let her. I can stop her if she seems to be overdoing it.

"Okay. Thanks. Don't overdo it."

At my words, the corners of her lips slightly curl up on that statue-like expressionless face.

It seems she's itching to move after spending so long indoors. It makes things a lot easier for me.

I tried to stop her, worried that even light exercise would strain her recovering body, but Suki retorted to my words as bluntly as her tone.

'It is our Race's way to repay kindness with kindness. Those who forget kindness and are ungrateful have died in the cold of the North.'

It seemed they lived in a harsh area where they had to protect each other, and so I had no choice but to give in to the White Fang's stubborn belief that valued trust.

I casually glanced out the window overlooking the yard. I was ready to confiscate the wood-splitting axe the moment she showed any signs of overexertion.

While I watched, Suki sat on a stool and began preparing to split wood.

It was quite a peculiar preparation.

Do White Fangs split wood while sitting? Perhaps it's possible given their strength...

My common sense is about to be overturned once again.

She soon began to stretch, rotating her shoulders, and then immediately picked up a log that was piled next to her and, quite literally, began to split the wood like an apple, and with great ease.

Light limbering up...?

I remind myself again. The White Fang are a Race that finds it easier to adapt if you consider common sense as prejudice.

Given this, it seems Suki has recovered enough to move around without problems. I can now take care of things I've been putting off.

First, report on the wolf problem near the Village.

Originally, the Baron's army was supposed to handle it directly after winter, but since I took care of it, I needed to stop the Baron's army from deploying.

This is just a matter of reporting, so it's fine.

That's one thing. Another is Suki's identity.

Suki, or more precisely the White Fang, are akin to nomads or slash-and-burn farmers, to put it bluntly.

Unless there are special circumstances, they are a Race that wanders around rather than settling down.

As such, there was nothing to guarantee her identity.

Since they find joy in defeating powerful enemies, they join the adventurer's guild in the United Kingdom to use as identification.

But for Suki, her world was limited to the North where she lived with her family and the area around this Village. There's no way she would have an ID.

The Empire is quite strict about taxes, to the extent that they have a separate institution just to manage them.

I'll bet that if there were any reincarnated or possessed people among those who managed taxes, they must have worked for the IRS in the United States.

It was really vicious. Crazy bastards.

And the ones those vicious bastards hired were the tax collectors.

The tax collectors' power is immense, as they have been granted the authority to collect taxes directly from the Empire's tax office.

But the problem is, they know this very well and use it effectively.

Mainly to line their own pockets.

These guys are experts at digging up every illegal act and collecting penalties.

At first, I just shrugged it off, but the fear and shock of seeing what I had only heard rumors about was unforgettable.

Anyway.

Many things went wrong from the first day, and after that, I was busy taking care of Suki and decorating the house, so I completely forgot about those nasty guys.

Actually, despite my disgust, the tax collectors themselves weren't a big problem.

I already have enough money.

It's just that Suki's identity is a problem.

Since I have an Imperial citizenship, I initially considered getting Suki an ID with me as guarantor.

I could help her with taxes, and she's resourceful enough to pay them off easily once she's independent.

But there was something that bothered me.

Why was Suki, no. Why were the White Fangs attacked?

It was a random thought.

But knowing the situation in the North and being deeply involved with Suki, I couldn't help but be concerned.

The North, homeland of the White Fang, is ruled by the Margrave of the Northland frontier.

There's nothing to gain from messing around there, except the Margrave's wrathful blade, so there was truly nothing to gain.

So when I heard that they found and killed the White Fang, who live even deeper in the North, I couldn't help but tilt my head.

That's because the Margrave of the Northland frontier values the White Fang highly.

Most of the hunters and Monster exterminators active in the North are White Fangs. They're resistant to the cold, they're good at fighting, and they prefer meat over money.

It's pretty obvious, isn't it?

From an Employer's perspective, they were cost-effective.

The White Fangs I met before said they blew away the snow trolls, the North's troublemakers, and only got a request for a meat party all day long.

The snowy plains are a special situation, where visibility is limited by raging snowstorms and bone-chilling cold, making fighting monsters the worst condition.

But the White Fang does it without any problems.

I would have liked it too. I was even confident that I would tell them to settle and live there.

There may be other reasons, but at least from what I've seen, that reason seemed obvious.

Then it must be someone who doesn't need to care about the Margrave's feelings or a group that doesn't care about such things at all.

A being that even the Margrave cannot dare to disagree with.

I guess it's only the Imperial Family and the Dukes.

This is what I'm worried about.

It may be too far-fetched to judge based on limited information, but it's better than completely dismissing it.

If this assumption is correct, then Suki making her own citizen's card is like walking right into their mouths.

If she gets caught by a tax collector, she'll inevitably get involved with the Lord, and if things go wrong, Suki's information could leak to the ears of Imperial officials through that incident.

I don't know how likely that is, but since it's suspected that the Imperial Family or the Dukes are involved, it can't be ruled out.

If they ignored even the Margrave and proceeded with the work, they could certainly find out Suki's whereabouts and come after her.

Kicking Suki out of the house is also a way, but... it's not something I'm comfortable with.

Misery loves company, I guess.

I don't know. When I look at Suki, I keep thinking that I was just lucky to survive and get to this point.

If there had been no helping hand when my family died, and if I hadn't had my Demi-human Comrades.

Could I have made it to this day? I keep thinking about it.

So, like those who reached out to me, if I could be that kind of presence for Suki.

Maybe she could overcome the misfortune she's facing.

Young. Immature. Just a strong kid.

She's upright and naive, and when I see her taking on hard work to repay her debt, I can't help but feel more attached to her because she's so admirable.

I don't know how much I can do for Suki, but even if I can't take responsibility for her life, I should at least provide her with a stepping stone so that she won't have any difficulty living alone in the future.

It might... take quite a long time. But it's better than nothing.

The first priority was getting an ID.

If she's going to stay put and not wander around, it's safer to be attached to the Lord.

However, because she is not a free citizen, going outside the Territory is impossible. She will live a harsh life paying taxes through farm labor for the rest of her life.

Having lived as a serf briefly in my youth, I didn't want to experience that kind of life again.

It's a life of constant hunger, cold, and anxiety.

So, that's a pass.

Another option was to entrust Suki to acquaintances outside the Empire, asking them to care for her until she became independent, but I didn't feel comfortable sending such a young child out into society.

Nothing was easy with normal methods.

However...

If I abandoned what little conscience I had, there was a way to ensure the safety of both Suki and me.

How Suki will take this... I don't know.

"I'm done."

Speak of the devil.

Even as I looked at Suki's back, who was squatting in front of the bucket, splashing water and washing her hands, I was agonizing over how to naturally say the words stuck in my throat.

Then I made eye contact with Suki, who had finished washing her hands, roughly wiped off the water, and was rubbing them on her dress.

"You seem to have something to say."

"Ah..."

Oh, well. I'll just explain it clearly.

Suki tilts her head sideways. I cleared my throat, which felt strangely ticklish at the sight.

"This is for your own good... I hope there's no misunderstanding."

"I'm listening."

Future me. Please do a good job.

"I think we need to get married. Are you okay with that?"
Chapter 9: Crossroads of Choice
Suki tried to grasp the true meaning of Lakus's words, which sounded strange, especially for a proposal.

Having lived with him, it didn't take long for Suki to realize that he wasn't one to speak idly.

As the time they spent together increased, he sometimes acted affectionately and joked around, but when it came to serious matters, he always spoke only words he meant.

That's why Suki thought carefully.

Marriage is when a man and a woman form a bond and build a household together.

In fact, it was difficult for her to grasp any meaning beyond this.

Because she thought it was a story too far removed from her own reality.

Could there be some other intention?

She carefully examined Lakus, who sat in an awkward posture on his chair, avoiding her gaze, while maintaining his usual indifferent expression.

His first impression was unremarkable.

The reason she was wary of Lakus at first was because of the faint but deeply ingrained scent of blood that emanated from him.

When she first met Lakus, the red, metallic scent that brushed the tip of her nose was so strong that it brought up painful memories, making her certain he must be a pursuer.

But after hearing from conversation that he had been active as a mercenary for quite a long time in the past, she stopped paying much attention to the scent of blood emanating from him.

Rather, it was a comical turn of events that her nose had become accustomed to the brutal smell.

After that, she learned a lot while living with him for a long time.

Lakus was one of the most physically and capably superior humans among the Human Race she had ever met, and yet, he was somewhat foolish considering his strength.

Moving in the middle of winter without any preparation.

The cold of the South was nothing more than a spring breeze to her, a White Fang, with winter's lingering chill. But the stories of humans like Lakus freezing to death in that cold gave her a fresh shock.

And the news that Lakus had undertaken the move, risking danger in such cold weather, was absurd to Hoe Suki.

Because it was Lakus himself who told her that humans could freeze to death in winter.

She was dumbfounded by his bizarre act of knowingly risking death.

Yes, he was definitely that kind of person.

A person who acted so thoroughly in everything, as if he were protecting his entire body with an impenetrable shield, as if he was covered in iron plates, sometimes committing bizarre acts.

It was also strange that he acted confidently in front of her transformed self, even though she was injured.

Due to this behavior, Lakus started to appear as a straightforward and strong person, albeit a little strange.

But what is this?

Every time Lakus went down to the village, she saw him from afar, bowing even to the frail elderly, treating others with a smile, and being affectionate.

He even donated all his spoils, like wolf hides and parts, to the village. He was busy giving, foregoing the rights he should have enjoyed.

That much was understandable.

They provided something that Lakus lacked.

Even the bed she lay comfortably on was a product of their hands.

They were clearly people who fit Hoe Suki's common sense.

But what about her?

He generously gave her large amounts of food and clothes, and the knowledge needed to survive.

Compared to all that, she was just an ungrateful receiver.

According to her costumes, she should have died in the cold of the North.

While habitually helping with household chores to repay Lakus's kindness, because of his selfless devotion, she tried to get used to his attitude, so different from her previous life, but it was difficult to follow.

But she was aware that she had survived because of his unfathomable personality.

If someone else had been there instead of Lakus, regaining her health would have taken much longer.

Or maybe she would have just died slowly soon after.

All those experiences and thoughts clashed in her mind...Alongside with his....

Excellent ability.

Outstanding physique.

He seemed like a pushover, yet he had a good personality.

Putting all this together, Lakus seemed very likable to Hoe Suki.

If they had met normally, she would have wanted to become friends and stay.

But Hoe Suki dismissed the idea of blindly expressing goodwill based on Lakus's kindness.

She was aware that she was unilaterally receiving help from him, and she thought that showing undeserved goodwill would be rude to Lakus, who had shown kindness.

Sometimes, unexpected goodwill can be a wound to that person.

Repaying kindness with kindness.

This was Hoe Suki's stubbornness, rooted in the values and traditions of a White Fang of the North.

In the first place.

Hoe Suki had no choice but to deny all the premises.

Hoe Suki's excellent sense of smell could detect the blood-stained scent of Lakus's body, a scent masked by his tumultuous life, and it told her about him.

That's why Hoe Suki knew,

‘It's a betrayal of trust to have a great liking for someone who already has an owner.’

As she became accustomed to the scent of blood, Lakus was imbued with a thick, indescribable, strangely sweet scent of a woman, so strong that even Hoe Suki could flinch.

Though inexperienced in love affairs, she could guess that he had another precious person.

Thus, her lengthy contemplation circled back to the starting point.

‘Well. It's not like I'll get an answer by agonizing over it.’

The above thoughts did not have much meaning for her.

Therefore.

She would simply reciprocate the trust Lakus had first offered.


◈

Well, honestly, I didn't expect her to blush and stutter, or nod with flushed cheeks as if she reluctantly agreed.

If I expected that kind of situation, I'd say my brain is soaked in shoujo romance trash, that many in my past life used to read.

A business-like relationship where each party gets what they want.

That's what I thought.

It wasn't a short time, so I thought we'd grown attached. We've been eating together for a long time, and I thought we'd become a little closer.

So I thought she'd at least ask me why.

"I understand."

I didn't expect her to agree with such an indifferent face, without any questions.

I was rather embarrassed by the answer, as if even doubt was unfamiliar.

"Um... Aren't you going to ask why?"

"I am curious, and I thought you would explain.  Since you've helped me before, I assumed you would again. If not, I'm sorry."

"Ah... You don't have to be sorry. Because it's true."

I scratched my cheek habitually in awkwardness.

It's nice to be trusted. But isn't she trusting me too much?

It's nice to think I'm trusted.

Then it's only natural to reciprocate the trust.

"First of all, I have a question. How much do you know about the Empire? Like laws, systems, or culture."

"My mother is an Imperial, so I know some trivial things, but I don't know in detail."

"I see."

Well, even if her mother is of the Human Race and an Imperial, there's no need to teach her about the Empire's laws or systems since she's living outside the Empire's territory.

It would be much more beneficial to learn hunting or survival skills in the North than to learn those things.

Still, it was fortunate that she taught her the Imperial Language. Even though it's a cold region, it's adjacent to the Empire. She must have taught her in anticipation of encountering Imperials.

"So to explain..."

I pointed out the key points: the reason why identification is needed, that is, the visit of the tax collector and the reason for that visit. And I briefly explained the problems that might arise from that visit.

However, I refrained from mentioning the uncomfortable parts about the Imperial Family and the Dukes. It's all just speculation close to my delusion, and telling her would only confuse Suki.

Fortunately, Suki wasn't uncomfortable with my explanation. Rather, she nodded in understanding.

"Then I also need identification."

"That's right. But it seems difficult under the current circumstances. So if we get married, I'll vouch for your identity and make you a temporary identification card."

In my case, I was issued a citizen's card because I often had to go in and out of the Empire due to the special nature of being a member of the Demi-human Mercenary Guild.

I often had to visit various places in the Empire because I had many contracts with high-ranking officials, nobles, and merchants.

The established branch had to pay taxes like the merchant guild or the craftsman guild, and a citizen's card was indispensable in all those processes.

And as a citizen who fulfilled his rightful rights as an obligation through taxation, I was given several special benefits.

One of them is vouching for foreigners.

In other words, I'm betting my credibility in the Empire, which is made up of taxes, to vouch for the identity of a foreigner.

And the most widely used method of that identity guarantee was marriage.

It's a direct incorporation as an Imperial without going through unnecessary procedures.

It's good to say incorporation, but to put it bluntly, it's treating Suki as my property.

Of course, I had to bear all the penalties for accepting an unidentified person without proper ideological verification.

If I couldn't pay, deportation was natural.

And if Suki caused a problem, I had to bear the fine or imprisonment.

Since I vouched for her, I'm fully responsible.

I'm going to use this law.

This was the first step to safely guarantee Suki's identity and to provide a foundation for her independence.

It was makeshift, but a way to safely protect Suki from the suspicious Imperial nobles under my protection, without violating the law.

In theory, this was the best.

"That's what I think. What do you want to do?"

Of course, there are many other ways. This was just one argument based on the premise that Hoe Suki would continue to receive my favor.

I just explained the best way I could out of many.

While this method is not the only answer and may be a difficult and arduous path, joining the adventurer's guild and working as an adventurer could also be an answer.

I've seen plenty of people become adventurers even at Suki's age; it wasn't impossible.

It could be just a simple concern.

It might be too much interference for me to help Hoe Suki move forward a little more comfortably in this damned world.

I could pass over the past because it was an emergency, but now that her injuries are healing, there are enough conditions to make a choice.

"If you need time, you can take your time. It can't be too long, but tell me when you've made up your mind."

"I understand. I'll think about it and tell you as soon as possible."

Her tone was still stiff, but her face was full of gloom.

But now there was nothing I could do for Hoe Suki. It wasn't simply a matter of altruistic or exclusive gains and losses.

Now Hoe Suki stood at a crossroads, determining her destiny in the unknown. She will lead her own life.

I will provide the beginning for that.

Of course, if Suki wants to go another way, I'll do my best to help her accordingly.

I just hoped that she would make a choice that she wouldn't regret.
Chapter 10: Their Conversation
“It has been a while. Have you been well?”

Eliza sipped the black tea imported via a new route and greeted the woman sitting across from her.

It was merely a matter of courtesy, though.

Judging by her cold gaze, she didn't seem to regard the woman with any affection.

She was currently in a reception room located within the inner castle of the Bruella Duchy.

The fact that the woman was invited and treated as such within the inner castle clearly indicated she was a distinguished guest to Eliza.

Then why was Eliza showing such a cold attitude towards a woman who should be considered a distinguished guest?

At Eliza's polite greeting, Blanche's golden eyes with vertical pupils, the guildmaster of the Demi-human Mercenary Guild sitting across from her, flashed momentarily.

Like Eliza, Blanche didn't seem to welcome her either. Indeed, her reason for coming here, almost chasing after her, made it unavoidable.

Blanche rested her elbow on the armrest, propped her chin on her hand, and sat askew in her chair.

She expressed her displeasure through her posture, making no reply to Eliza's question.

There was no affirmation.

There was no denial.

She simply glared at Eliza as if she wanted to kill her.

Eliza continued speaking, leaving Blanche, who was still silent, behind.

“I was planning to schedule a visit regarding the Imperial Guard contract renewal anyway, but your visit saves me the trouble.”

“Thank you for always contracting with us, Your Grace.”

Unlike the content, which was standard customer service, her first answer was utterly cold.

Even with a slight grimace, Blanche's unique sharp features were emphasized; her fierce face, combined with her overbearing attitude, made her aura feel even more brutal.

“I also received much help from the Guild during that tumultuous time. As expected, the Demi-human Mercenary Guild is reliable.”

Even receiving such killing intent with her small physique without batting an eye, Eliza was no pushover.

Having walked battlefields unsuited to her young age and status, Eliza had the courage to calmly laugh off this level of killing intent.

“Now, since we will be discussing the important matter, everyone please wait outside.”

At Eliza's order to leave, the attendants who were standing by bowed lightly and exited the reception room.

Silence fell with the quietly closed door.

“Pinky. What are you up to?”

Blanche spoke first, using a form of address that completely disregarded the person.

Despite the rude behavior that would shock others, Eliza paid it no mind.

“Are you getting straight to the point? You never know how to take it easy, do you?”

“Cut the crap. It happened last time too, so don't overdo it. A contract is just a contract. Don't put your personal feelings into it. Lakus is mine. Don't act like he's yours just because you worked together.”

“Discovering talent and nurturing it is a natural virtue for a leader of an organization. You know that, don't you?”

“You're trying to deceive me, how dare you try to deceive a demi-human's nose? Why don't you eliminate your own stench first?”

At those sharp words, Eliza paused to ponder, tilting her head, closing her eyes, and tapping her chin.

“Stench? I'm not sure. But, isn't Miss Blan's also quite strong?”

Blanche's ears twitched.

“Don't call me by that name.”

The atmosphere grew heavier as she openly displayed her murderous intent.

“Is that so? I called you that because Lakus calls you that. Or is it a pet name that only Lakus is allowed to use? I thought we had become quite close; was I mistaken?”

“That will never happen, not before, not now, and not in the future.”

“That's a shame. I thought we could become good friends, fellow women, and friendly rivals for the same person. It's very disappointing.”

“...You're crazy.”

“I've heard that a lot. Haven't heard it lately, though... let's see...”

With a gentle smile on her face, Eliza slowly raised her gloved hand.

Then, she began to fold her outstretched fingers one by one.

“Count Saint-Eyre, Count Montecrist, Viscount Aspene. Hmm, ah. There was also Marquis Belbrook. The rest... I don't recall.”

“What are you doing? Are those the names of the husbands that will be on your wedding invitations?”

At Blanche's mercenary-like trash talk, Eliza's smiling expression cracked for a moment, but as a duchess and noble, she quickly composed herself and returned to her smile.

“No. They are the identities of traitors.”

“The scapegoats of the epithet 'Iron Blood'?”

“Pests that eat away at the Duchy. Scum that I'm disgusted to even associate with.”

Her complexion darkens with gloom as if even the thought of them is disgusting.

“But do you know something?”

She takes another sip of black tea.

Having moistened her throat, the sharp energy in her cold eyes focused on Blanche.

“Every one of them spewed those words and died at the guillotine.”

Blanche's discomfort was crude and unrefined, but Eliza's was a chilling, sharp, and fierce anger, like a sharpened metal blade.

Every word that came out of her mouth felt as cold as standing barefoot on ice.

“The Demi-human Mercenary Guild. Yes, I acknowledge its power. It's a force large enough to be called a nation, and powerful enough to exert influence across the continent.”

“Outstanding physical abilities, innate talent for battle, and unity in movement. They are excellent individuals, qualitatively incomparable to common ruffian mercenaries.”

She withdraws her freezing gaze and gracefully sets down the teacup.

“Absolute loyalty to the employer. Sacrifice that prioritizes the unit over the individual. Honestly, I think they are much better than the Imperial Knights Order or the regular army.”

It was a clear fact.

She was already greatly indebted to the Demi-human Mercenary Guild, and even her Imperial Guard were members.

Despite knowing it was a sincere compliment to the Demi-human Mercenary Guild, separate from her feelings for Eliza, Blanche's complexion grew darker.

“I heard from the Imperial Guard that they praised Lakus for originating and compiling the current operating method, system, welfare, education, dispatch, and recognition of the Demi-human Mercenary Guild.”

“'As expected,' I can only describe it as truly amazing. That's why the prestige of the Demi-human Mercenary Guild, a result of Lakus's achievements, has soared to the sky.”

Eliza knew it, and Blanche knew it well. How could they not?

The current prestige of the Demi-human Mercenary Guild began with one man.

“Therefore, as much as I highly value the Demi-human Mercenary Guild, I hope you appreciate that your words and rude behaviors here are tolerated 'nominally' because of your position as guildmaster, all thanks to Lakus.”

It was clearly a statement ignoring and threatening Blanche, who was the guildmaster.

Nevertheless, Blanche had to swallow a groan.

She herself was only in her current position as guildmaster, but she was acutely aware of who created that role.

Eliza glanced at Blanche, who was silent like a mute and pretending not to care. She smiled faintly, a smile Blanche couldn't see, and brought the gently rippling black tea to her lips.

“I seem to have gotten overly excited. I apologize if I've touched a nerve. But since Guildmaster Blanche started it, shall we now put aside our personal feelings and get down to business?”

Someone celebrated their success in gaining the upper hand and took control of the situation, while the other could only groan and follow.

Blanche, instantly losing initiative and spirit, sighed with annoyance.

It was a lost fight, yet she couldn't give up.

She couldn't let his sacrifice, leaving everything behind, be meaningless.

Calming her mind, Blanche opened her mouth.

“Pinky, no, Duchess Eliza.”

“Oh my. There's no need for such formality between us.”

“Don't play around. I'm serious right now.”

Blanche's eyes shone clearly and seriously, and Eliza easily realized the surrounding air had changed with her gaze.

“I'm not good at beating around the bush. What I'm about to say is not a trick, but the plain truth. So just believe and accept it.”

“What do you mean?”

“I don't know how much you like Lakus, but if you truly want to help him, leave Lakus alone. You've grown too big to get involved.”

At Blanche's demand, a forceful request without explanation, Eliza couldn't even maintain her fake smile.

“I can't agree to that. In the first place, what are you...”

“Eliza.”

Blanche cut off Eliza's words as she was about to argue.

“Just don't ask anything, and don't try to know. This is purely our internal problem.”

It was a very firm tone.

It felt like a firm determination to leave no room for rebuttal.

However, instead of the 'base desire' Blanche had harbored before, there was a deep sorrow, hard to describe.

At that tearful firmness, Eliza fell into thought.

If it was a ploy to monopolize Lakus, she would have dealt with it firmly.

But...

The woman in front of her looked very bitter.

As if blaming herself for being unable to do anything.

It was a very unfamiliar sight for Eliza.

Blanche, a tiger demi-human, possessed powerful strength that even strong knights were wary of, befitting her large physique.

The name Blanche was known as a reputation among allies and a notoriety among those who faced her, becoming an excellent focal point for the Demi-human Mercenary Guild.

Blanche is a strong woman. Eliza also acknowledged this.

Therefore.

Eliza had never imagined that she would see sadness reflected in the eyes of such a woman.

What made the eyes of the woman, who was full of fighting spirit and confidence, fill with such sorrow?

'I've missed something.'

The Demi-human Mercenary Guild, not commonly referred to as just mercenaries, possesses powerful forces comparable to a national army.

And Blanche, who is in charge of the guild.

Eliza speculated that there was something even Blanche could not handle.

And that something would be fatal to Lakus.

'There's too little information. But if I step in, Lakus might be in danger...'

There were too many uncertainties, and having to dance to Blanche's tune due to them was distasteful to her.

But Eliza, who couldn't let Lakus fall into danger, decided to watch the situation after much deliberation.

'If I step in recklessly, I might hinder Lakus, so it's best to wait and see for now.'

She wanted to be helpful, not a hindrance.

“All right. I'll do that. But after the problem is solved, I hope you'll give me a proper explanation.”

“Yes. It may take a long time, but I'll explain when the time comes.”

“However, please keep this one thing in mind.”

He was a man who had already stayed in her heart once.

The traces of a man left in a woman's heart remain deeper.

Taking a step back meant avoiding that place, but also,

“If you're acting like this because of your base desires, I won't hesitate to use any means necessary.”

It was to see more broadly what she couldn't see up close.
Chapter 11: Birds Are Chirping and the Flowers Are Blooming (1)
"The weather's starting to warm up."

It had been a little over a month since I arrived here.

A combination of bad luck and misfortune had struck, but thanks to the good fortune that followed, I was able to survive the winter without incident.

Being in the South, I don't think the winter was too harsh.

The air was still cold, but the biting, cold wind didn't blow. In fact, with the sunlight streaming down, it even felt cozy.

It must be a sign that spring is coming soon.

The snowflakes that winter scattered are seeping into the ground, and countless lives, sensing it's time to awaken, are stirring from their winter slumber.

Whether it's plants. Or animals. Or monsters... Ugh. I wish they wouldn't wake up.

Nature and people alike have endured a harsh winter, and the day to greet the warm spring is not far off.

It was time to start preparing for spring.

They say there's a small blacksmith's shop in the village where Baron Pohem's manor is located, so I should be able to get the things I need this spring.

I took out the work clothes I used to wear as a Mercenary, something I hadn't worn in a while.

Aside from when I first met Suki, I hadn't worn them much, so they seemed to have a slight musty smell.

Compared to other regions, it's peaceful here, but accidents happen unexpectedly, that's why they're called accidents.

At least the musty smell is better than a fragrant one.

I shook them out a few times and put them on, and they weren't too bad.

"Ready?"

Suki slid up beside me.

She hadn't hesitated long, considering she was deciding her future.

In the end, Suki chose the method I suggested.

I thought she'd be reluctant to leave a debt, always saying that she had to repay debts with favors. Was it because of the trust we'd built up living and working together?

I'm not sure.

It was a little unexpected, but I didn't pry.

She probably has her own plans, and I should always remember that I'm just a helper acting on my own. Excessive interference could ruin Hoe Suki's future.

"Then let's talk to the Village Chief and head straight to the lord's manor."

Though it was a bit late, I registered my whereabouts in the Baron's Territory Resident Roster and secured Hoe Suki's identity through marriage registration.

The primary and secondary goals were set, so all we had to do was gather the necessary items and arrive safely.

We would first take the wolf pelts as proof of subjugation, but as the winter chill lingered and the journey would be arduous, we decided to take only a few of the best ones.

And so, we all gathered, fully prepared.

A lightly armed Mercenary. A girl with a bright appearance and clothes. And,

"Woof!"

"Yeah, Steely. Let's go for a long walk for the first time in a while."

A big, cute puppy.

To bandits, the number of people and their appearance might seem tempting, but, well.

A former Mercenary who was also a Human and even an executive in the Demi-human Mercenary Guild,

A White Fang that survived a hole in its stomach all the way from the far North to this South,

And a large war dog the size of a grown man that, once it bites, won't let go until the bitten area is torn to shreds.

The contents were brutal.

Looking at it this way, it's more reassuring than expected, and the journey might be smoother than anticipated.


◈

In a peaceful and quiet Village, the sounds of strong men pulling up logs floating down the Riverside and the hammering and sawing of carpenters filled the air with the vibrancy of life.

Unlike serfs in other regions, who are always burdened with work and worried about food, this Village seemed far removed from such concerns.

As a result, the villagers were rather starved for stimulation.

In other regions, nobles constantly exploited the commoners to the point of breaking their backs, citing reasons such as Territory War or Territory Exploration.

It was a very good place for commoners to live, but, to put it bluntly, it was terribly boring.

Some people traveled between the Empire and the Falkia United Kingdom, as it bordered the latter,

But with well-maintained Highways already connecting the two countries, visitors were occasional and provided little stimulation.

Perhaps that's why.

Their appearance was bound to be a considerable stimulus for the villagers.

"There they are."

"They're stuck together again. What kind of relationship do they have..."

"Can't you see? They're in that kind of relationship. Otherwise, would that girl be sticking to him like that?"

"Damn it! If only I had saved her back then, she would have liked me!"

"Wake up. He's a man who single-handedly took down dozens of wolves. A guy like you would have been nothing more than wolf food."

Amidst the whispers of the men,

"I want to talk to him, but with them so close... I can't even approach."

"Shh! What if they hear you! Did you see that girl's eyes? If you go near her, you won't even have bones left."

"He's the knight who saved her. And Lakus is handsome."

"He's rich and handsome. Ugh! And that girl is so pretty!"

Amidst the jealous conversations of the women,

Lakus and Suki, who were exchanging friendly greetings with Sam, the Gatekeeper, entered the Village with Steely. The villagers' gazes were fixed on them.

The villagers were well aware of Lakus and Suki's existence.

The women had deeply engraved Lakus's presence in their hearts, thanks to his radiant Smile.

Hoe Suki, with her beautiful appearance, was like a first love to the country men.

Her pale Face and the indifferent expression that showed no interest in anything around her.

Her ash-gray Hair that reached her waist. Although hidden by a thick Coat,

Her thin white Dress alone couldn't hide her voluptuous figure, honed by running around the snow-covered mountains like it was her home.

The desire to paint that white canvas with their own colors was more than enough to stimulate the Lust of any man.

For that reason, some men and women approached Hoe Suki and Lakus to exchange a few words.

However.

-'Eek... Eek! How can a child have such a scary look in her eyes!'

Startled by the intensity in Suki's eyes, who was, after all, of mixed-blood, the women trembled and fled.

Of course, Hoe Suki,

-'Huh? What's wrong?'

-'I felt a presence and looked, and they ran away.'

Had no particular feelings towards the women.

She simply stayed close to Lakus, helping with his work, and always kept a close eye out for potential threats, her body brimming with energy after recovering from her injuries.

The situation of the country men was somewhat better.

Lakus didn't prevent anyone from approaching Hoe Suki.

It was an attitude closer to respect than indifference.

Thinking it was a sign of goodwill, the villagers tried to approach her, but

-'Gasp... Gasp... My god... What kind of stamina does she have...'

Most of them ended up getting lost after following Hoe Suki, who had taken the opportunity to climb the mountain alone for rehabilitation training.

Given the situation, Lakus and Hoe Suki were bound to receive a great deal of attention from the villagers, for better or worse.

Hoe Suki glanced at the people standing far away, watching and muttering to themselves.

Although there was no hostility, the feeling of being a spectacle was not pleasant for her.

Noticing the wrinkles in her brow, Lakus smiled wryly.

"It's because there are few outsiders here. Don't think too badly of it."

"Outsiders? I see. Understood."

"It'll get better with time."

Perhaps it was because she had a similar experience before.

Hoe Suki, accepting Lakus's explanation, withdrew her attention from them and followed Lakus to the Village Chief's House.

"Do you want to come along? You can wait here."

"I'll wait here with Steely. I don't think the Village Chief will be particularly happy to see me."

"Haha... Then wait here for a moment. I'll be right back."

Judging from the villagers' gazes, Hoe Suki didn't think the Village Chief would welcome her.

Neither of them wanted to meet face-to-face with someone who wouldn't welcome her.

So she thought it would be better to stand among the people watching from afar.

Similar to the villagers, she sat down on a crude wooden chair placed in the yard.

The winter frost had subsided compared to before, and the wind, faintly carrying the scent of spring, passed by.

Compared to the harsh winds of the North, it was lukewarm for Hoe Suki. However, it was enough to make her realize how much time had passed since she arrived here and the change in her surroundings.

How long she had been away from the North and how long her devastated hometown had been neglected.

'I hope... everyone is alive...'

Hoe Suki's eyes lost their light and became downcast.

However, the light that disappeared from her eyes seemed less like fading from a lack of will to live, and more like she was lost in deep contemplation, looking into the void.

Her current situation, her circumstances, and the path she had to take.

Without any preparation, she had been thrown from the confines of her Family into a world full of all kinds of people.

The path, too brutal for a young girl, offered enlightenment through blood to one who didn't know the world's horrors.

The conclusion reached was clear.

She was merely a weak being, unable to properly avenge herself.

If not for Lakus, she would have been brutally torn apart and violated.

The world was not merciful to the weak, and Hoe Suki deeply felt this.

That's why Hoe Suki wanted to make a plan, step by step.

From one to ten.

Having received too much to live carelessly, she had much to give back.

There were also debts to repay.

For a moment, her perked wolf ears stood straight, and Hoe Suki's eyes, scanning the ridge, rolled to the side.

"Sorry. Did you wait long?"

Lakus, with a bundle of wolf pelts slung over his shoulder, shifted his body and readjusted the heavy bundle.

"The Village Chief said he'd lend us a Donkey and a Cart to go to the lord's manor. I'm glad as there were things I needed to buy."

"I can carry it."

"It's okay. Your words are enough. Let's have Lunch when we get to the Kaon Territory."

Lakus ruffled Hoe Suki's hair, which reached his chest.

Hoe Suki accepted his touch familiarly.

Initially, it felt like he was treating her like a child, but now she considered it a compliment from Lakus.

Pushing aside her contemplation, Hoe Suki stood up and followed Lakus.

Her tail wagged almost imperceptibly in an arc.

Whether she looked forward to lunch, or simply felt goodwill towards Lakus.

She herself didn't seem to know yet.
Chapter 12: Birds Are Chirping and the Flowers Are Blooming (2)
"Hmm."

The scenery of late winter lingered, passing across Blanche's pupils.

Like the heartless passage of time, conifers covered in white snow appeared and disappeared, leaving afterimages.

Beyond them, a vast lake, vast enough to embrace the stars and moon of the night sky in midsummer, lay quietly asleep like a giant mirror, undisturbed by the loud clatter of the train.

Inside the train, running on the railway connecting the Bruella Duchy and the neutral city of Belkia.

Despite the fairy tale-like scenery depicted outside the train window, Blanche was lost in thought, her chin propped up, her expression filled with boredom.

Tap. Tap.

The clattering of the train was the only sound, Blanche's fingers tapped her cheek at regular intervals like a metronome.

'Somehow, it's over.'

After the negotiation in Bruella, Blanche felt both relief and anxiety at Eliza's easy retreat.

The fact that she had given up so easily, even after attempting to approach Lakus, bothered her.

Was she plotting something else?

How did she know Lakus' location, something only she and a few guild members knew?

There were countless things to investigate.

One task was finished, but new problems arose, giving her a headache.

If there was a gain, it was that she had received a written confirmation that Eliza would not approach Lakus.

Blanche was relieved that she had managed to extinguish a large fire attached to one of the forces that had the greatest interest in Lakus for the time being.

'Ha... this damn personality, it doesn't die even with age.'

Blanche was aware that her actions in the Bruella Duchy were eccentric.

It was for the guild, but she couldn't deny that she had acted emotionally.

Even considering Blanche's position as the leader of the Demi-human Mercenary Guild and the special circumstances of a private meeting, her behavior was an unforgivable rudeness towards Eliza, the heir apparent of the duchy.

'Of all things, she had to bring up Lakus...'

Lately, Lakus's absence had been causing her immense stress.

Lakus had been a huge pillar both inside and outside the guild.

He wasn't just an executive with a fancy business card.

He was a founding contributor who established and advanced the current structure of the Demi-human Mercenary Guild.

Blanche thought that finding a perfect substitute for him, even if she could temporarily fill his empty space, would be harder than finding a needle in a haystack.

The stress caused by his absence accumulated day by day,

Work stress, unrelieved by sparring with guild members or even notoriously strong Dwarven liquor, made Blanche nervous.

Not one to take her responsibilities lightly, she endured,

But the result exploded during her private meeting with Eliza in the duchy.

If things had gone slightly wrong, the contract would have been ruined, and a conflict could have arisen between the Demi-human Mercenary Guild and the Bruella Duchy.

It was so critical that all the dedication of Lakus and other guild members could have been in vain.

The phrase "a blessing in disguise" fit the situation perfectly.

It also proved how immense Lakus's contribution to the guild was.

A sigh, filled with a mix of relief and anxiety, escaped her lips.

Then, a sudden thought struck her.

'I want to see Lakus.'

Despite her stress exploding and making a mess with Eliza, she had achieved her original goal, so perhaps it was fine.

Having neglected her leisure life due to work, she thought it would be okay to meet Lakus now that she was free from the duchy.

'It's not a bad idea to check if the problem has been resolved.'

She still remembered.

Six months ago, Lakus came to Blanche while she was working as usual, and he was immersed in a very unusual heaviness.

Wondering if something had happened, Blanche didn't rush Lakus, who seemed unable to speak, and waited quietly,

Lakus, who had calmed his heart with her waiting, soon opened his mouth, but.

All Blanche faced after waiting was the intense shock of Lakus's decision, which he blurted out abruptly.

'Blan. I... I think I need to leave the guild.'

'Lak...? What are you talking about?'

She couldn't recover from the shock, as if she had been struck by lightning.

Lakus, watching her, told her his troubles and the solution he had come up with, adding deep gliny to his complicated eyes.

Lakus poured out the pain he had been bottling up alone, and Blanche, who listened silently to his complaints, patted Lakus, who had lowered his head and covered his face.

'We don't abandon family, Lak. Just as you considered us family and led us here, we will also be there for you when you wander, so you don't fall apart.'

'As long as you don't give up, I will help you until the end. So, please reconsider.'

There were many ways to help Lakus.

She could ask for help from a priest of the Holy Kingdom or hire magicians from the Falkia United Kingdom.

But Blanche respected Lakus's decision, which he had made after long deliberation and contemplation.

Therefore, all she could do was prevent Lakus from leaving the guild.

That's how much she respected and liked him.

As a woman.... For him who had dedicated himself to the demi-human race.

"Alright, then."

Having made her decision, Blanche gathered her gloomy mood and gave an order in a dignified voice befitting the guildmaster of the Demi-human Mercenary Guild.

"When we arrive in Belkia, Pere will accompany me. The rest of you, return to the guild."

"Yes! Understood!"

At her command, the dozen or so beastmen in the same compartment answered in unison.

Leaving the spirited guild members behind and turning her gaze back to the scenery outside the window, Blanche once again thought of a man.

It was a faint smile, drawn by sad eyes and lips, a mixture of anxiety and the joy of meeting a longtime friend and a man she wanted to possess.


◈

Lying on the cart, following the leisurely pace of the donkey along the path, the sky above was quite clear and bright.

Lying with a wolf pelt as a pillow, I feel a sense of leisure.

I slightly lowered my head and saw Hoe Suki sitting on the edge of the cart, her legs dangling outside the cart, staring blankly at the village, which was no longer visible.

Or maybe she's looking somewhere further north.

When the body is light, the head becomes heavy.

She seems to have a lot to think about, so I'll leave her alone.

I turn my head and see a familiar head. It was Sam.

Thanks to Sam, who volunteered to help me because I was unfamiliar with the geography, I was able to come here comfortably.

"Sam. How much longer until we arrive?"

I got up from lying down and spoke to Sam, who was sitting in the driver's seat, driving the cart.

Sam spoke, breaking the silence of their journey together.

"We've been gone from the village for a while, so it shouldn't be much longer. We left late in the morning, and should arrive before lunch."

It's not that far from the village.

"What did you say the name of the village with the lord's manor was?"

"It's called Spring Wood. It's a mountain village surrounded by mountains, but the scenery is quite nice in the spring. Also, some pretty good medicinal herbs and mushrooms grow in the mountains around here in the spring."

Oh. New knowledge. Always welcome.

"Medicinal herbs and mushrooms. Do we have any places like that around our village?"

"Of course. It's a bit far from the village, but it's not the lord's direct territory, so the village women gather them as part of their chores."

"Isn't it dangerous?"

"It's dangerous. Around here, let alone bandits, even a wolf... Ah. Not anymore."

Sam, who was speaking proudly, shrugged, recalling the previous incident.

"Anyway, until then, the most dangerous thing around here was almost getting crushed by a tree during logging operations."

"I like that there's no chance of getting stabbed to death."

"You must have had a rough life. You said you were a mercenary?"

"Yeah. Well. But I also had some success. I made a lot of good friends, so it wasn't too bad."

"I've also lived a pretty rough life, but I got through it thanks to my comrades and family around me. I'm glad you had people like that too."

Like that, I spent the time chatting with Sam quite fruitfully, though I had thought it would be boring. In the distance, Spring Wood, the center of the Kaon Territory and the location of the lord's manor, came into view.

"There it is."

"Oh."

The wooden fence, seemingly cut straight from the forest, was so high that it could easily surpass three ordinary adults. Buildings built along the hills were also visible.

It looked compact, clustered together, yet its appearance harmonized majestically with the high mountains in the background.

It was winter, so only the bare forest remained. However, it held a view that promised to live up to its name in the spring.

"I see why it's called Spring Wood."

It was true, a view I didn't expect to see in such countryside. I'd like to see it again in spring.

"We'll be there soon. Once we get out of this path, it's straight ahead."

The end of the path, where the winter had left only bare trees, was visible.

Although it was a shame that the outing was ending after being stuck in the village for so long, I was satisfied with this short trip.

Such a path would have been dangerous to travel in the west or north.

Even now, this is just a barren field with withered leaves from the winter chill, but when I was active as a mercenary, just seeing such thick trees made my body tense.

In the west or north, bandits and robbers would have poured arrows and stones from behind those trees.

Even imagining it was unpleasant.

"Wait."

"Hmm?"

Sam, who stopped the cart, pointed forward with his chin.

Following Sam's chin, I instinctively grabbed the crossbow I had set up on the cart.

What I see right away is 7 people.

One man looked strong and about 17 years old.

Four others were also young men, and the remaining two women appeared to be about the same age.

I wondered why they were gathered in a group of seven in this cold weather.

They're at an age where they're curious about the world, so maybe they're wandering around even in this cold winter.

...Thinking that, seeing they held clubs and staffs, these would-be delinquent friends might not be curious about the world, but about passersby's wallets.

Fortunately, they were only wearing thick clothes, and it didn't seem like they were wearing armor.

Their weapons were meager, but still more than enough to smash a person's head.

While I was pondering about what to do,

Hoe Suki, who had approached me at some point, broke through my thoughts.

"They're coming this way."

The would-be delinquents, who saw us, slowly approached in a group, like hyenas that had found prey.

I don't really like killing kids.

But what can I do?

In fact, the moment you point a knife, you should be prepared to be stabbed too.
Chapter 13: There Is No Paradise in the Place You Run To
Hoe Suki, having grasped the unfolding situation, immediately threw her coat and boots to the back of the cart.

So she could instantly use Partial Transformation to extend her fingernails and claws if need be.

Lakus, unaware of this, flinched at Hoe Suki's sudden striptease, but acknowledged that there must be a reason, then readjusted his grip on the crossbow.

The distance between the two groups gradually closed.

They stopped about ten steps away.

"We're on our way to Spring Wood, can you clear the Road?"

His gruff tone and the weapon he held were more than enough to create an intimidating atmosphere.

The murderous intent emanating from someone who had lived as a Mercenary, wandering battlefields and making killing his trade, made even the winter chill feel lukewarm.

But they couldn't give up either.

Whether they died at the hands of this man exuding a terrifying spirit without reservation, or froze to death starving in the middle of winter, it was the same difference.

They had already lost too much. They couldn't afford to lose anything more.

"We can't do that."

"You can do that?"

Kelvin, the leader of the Group that consisted only of children, stepped forward and spoke.

Kelvin's answer made one frown, just as Lakus is doing right now.

It's not that he didn't understand the meaning of Kelvin's words, which is why he asked back.

The intonation that suggests a demand for payment as if he was the owner of the road.

The attitude was so blatant, it was impossible not to understand.

"If you give us some food, we'll let you pass without any harm."

And with such a clear declaration of intent,

Huh.

Lakus couldn't help but burst into dry laughter.

Poor armament and tactics.

The throbbing of their hearts, amplified by tension, was clearly transmitted to the weapons they held, and their weapons visibly trembled.

They were in too precarious a state to rob someone.

Having frequented various Battlefields as if they were his home, a scuffle with children who had no aptitude for Highway Robbery was unappealing.

Even though they were robbers, Lakus had witnessed countless war crimes glorified in the name of tactics and rewards on the battlefield.

Horrifying scenes too terrible to describe with words.

Those scenes, vivid in his mind, are superimposed on the children.

"Damn."

Therefore, under the pretext of mercy for those unskilled at robbery, Lakus simply wanted to finish things quietly with them.

He wanted to savor the peaceful atmosphere he had felt a little longer, but this unpleasant situation left a bad aftertaste, so he wasn't particularly keen on it.

"We're empty-handed too. Check if you want. We're not exactly rich either."

"Do you think we'll believe you when you say that while carrying such expensive Equipment?"

"Unfortunately, we have a Family member who considers eating their hobby."

At that remark, Hoe Suki tried to retort, embarrassed, but as his words were true, she could only gape silently.

Kelvin slowly surveyed Lakus and his party's Appearance.

One middle-aged man with no armaments.

One pretty girl in a sleeveless summer dress, having just thrown off her boots and coat.

One wolf wearing dedicated armor that would be expensive even for a human.

And one man who seemed to be their leader.

At first glance, the only Combatants were the man and the wolf.

Their outward Appearance was as poor as their own.

But he couldn't easily believe Lakus's words.

No. He didn't want to believe.

Because he believed that even if they didn't have money or food,

if they could just take their Weaponry, Cart, and Donkey and sell them, they could secure enough food to Survive for quite some time.

Kelvin finally made a Resolution, and signaled the starting point to the children who had fled with him, with a clumsy hand signal he had taught them beforehand.

[Standby. Problem Occurred. Evacuate.]

A vague Fear settled in the eyes of the children who received Kelvin's Hand Signal.

These weren't the eyes of children gleaming at the golden opportunity to fill their hungry bellies, nor the precarious sight of standing at the edge of a cliff about to fall.

They were merely sights of being frightened by the bloodshed that would soon occur.

Whether the outcome they had repeatedly resolved in their hearts would be directed at those innocent people.

Or whether they themselves, having abandoned human Morality and even the Last Mercy of the Patron God, would grow coldly still.

For children who had barely escaped the Flames of War, there weren't many Options - the Terrible Pain that accompanies the Process of Death.

The future, reeking of rot mixed with maggots and discharge of a pale, cold corpse with a distorted face.

The shock passed instantly, leaving a deep remnant in their minds.

The sight that remained a trauma, like a bruise, made them turn their gaze away from the guilt of the immoral killing they were about to commit.

Personal resolve and determination, rising in place of their shed guilt, pushed the children forward.

Lakus, faintly understanding their determination, let out a bitter sigh and looked at the distant mountain.

The Contemplation wasn't long.

He reached into his pocket, and what he pulled out was a leather pouch full of money.

Kelvin stared at Lakus, surprised by the sudden eccentric behavior.

Did he take out that pouch to offer alms?

Or was there something else in it?

Whether he knew of his agony or not, Lakus took out a single gold coin from the pouch.

The children's widened eyes were fixed on the gold coin.

"I-Isn't that a Gold Coin?"

One child whispered to the child next to him,

"Wow. I've never seen a gold coin before."

"Maybe. Is he going to give it to us?"

"Stupid! Would you give a gold coin if you were about to do something bad? It's obviously a trap!"

"I-Is that so?"

"But what if he's really giving it to us?"

The children, who had been talking and subtly shifting their eyes, raised their voices to express their opinions.

The children's conversation was serious as if it were a grave discussion, but it looked like a debate class in the third grade, class four of elementary school.

Lakus's lips slightly curled up at the innocent sight of the children, momentarily forgetting the situation, but for some reason, that smile seemed a bit troubled.

"Take it."

The casually tossed gold coin landed in Kelvin's palm.

He caught it instinctively, but Kelvin looked back and forth between Lakus and the gold coin with a suspicious gaze, as if asking what his intentions were.

It was an eccentric behavior that Kelvin couldn't easily understand.

As if to end the question, Lakus continued.

"If you use it sparingly, it'll last you fifteen days. Until then, find work, learn a skill, do something. Don't go around doing highway robber stuff with kids. It's dangerous."

"...I will. I thank you for your mercy, touched by the patron god."

"Then will you clear the Road? We're a bit busy."

It was a message to use it freely because it wasn't a waste.

Kelvin quickly ran through his mind.

He gave alms to those who had tried to rob him.

It was a considerable amount for them at the moment, enough for them to prepare for their livelihood.

He subtly shifted his gaze to the children he had led.

Children who had lost their families, their homes, and their ordinary lives.

It's true that he coveted Lakus's money, but it wasn't even worth considering.

Having finished his thoughts, Kelvin quickly made a Resolution.

"Children. Please move aside."

At his words, the children, glancing at each other and reading the mood, parted like the Red Sea. The Cart passed through them as if nothing had happened.

"I have something to ask."

"What is it?"

Lakus turned his head at Kelvin's question that came from behind the departing Cart.

"Where are you coming from?"

Lakus looked blankly at Kelvin.

The thuggish tone of voice was gone, replaced by a polite manner of speaking, like that of a noble snob.

"A nameless Village."

"I see. It's not much for me to say, but you should also be careful. A Territory War broke out nearby, though it's far and large, so the aftermath might reach you."

"We've already been robbed once, so we're fine?"

"Ahem. This favor, I will repay it someday."

"As you wish."

With that answer, Lakus and his party left without any lingering feelings.

Kelvin and the children stared blankly at the three people moving away.

"..."

Kelvin looked at the gold coin in his hand again with a complicated feeling.

The immediate worry of starving to death was lessened.

That alone was the greatest Comfort for him.

Because he could feed the children who had been trembling in the cold and holding their hungry bellies for a long time.

"..."

His Gaze shifted from the Gold Coin to the direction Lakus and his party had come from.


◈

'There doesn't seem to be any other sign.'

She looked blankly towards where the children had been, now out of sight. Because she couldn't detect any signs, she sighed in relief.

Although they were children, they were undoubtedly robbers.

They were the kind of people she had consistently encountered on her journey from the North to the South, people who plundered and violated innocent people to satisfy their hunger and desires.

Hoe Suki could hardly look favorably upon the children's actions, even if they were younger than her.

Because if she hadn't been able to repel those base desires due to her Power, her fate would have ended miserably.

Her immediate feeling was to nip it in the bud, but since the person in question was lenient, she had to endure it inwardly.

Besides.

"Kuh..."

For some reason, after Lakus gave the Gold Coin to the children and groaned in pain, massaging his temples, her anger subsided.

He didn't show it, perhaps trying to hide his pain,

But the White Fang, boasting sensitive senses, could hear even that small groan clearly as if it were spoken right into her ear, even if she was a Mixed-blood.

Worry for him began to fill the space where anger had disappeared, and Hoe Suki’s expression darkened, mirroring Lakus’s paleness.

"Lakus."

She reached out to him, wanting to check his condition, but withdrew her hand due to Lakus's attitude, which seemed to deliberately hide it.

What should I do?

As her contemplation deepened, delving into the past, Hoe Suki found an answer.

On that day when the snowstorm was particularly severe.

She was delirious with a burning fever from a cold, her mind was hazy, and her eyes were blurry from the tears that flowed from a splitting headache.

But beyond that blurry vision, the image of her mother, filled with worry for her daughter, was strangely clear.

And the warmth of her mother, beyond her skin desensitized by the cold, reached her deeply and soothed her pain.

"......"

Hoe Suki, having found an answer from a distant memory, rose from her seat and sat as close to Lakus as possible, curling up her body.

She carefully reached out and gently covered Lakus's hand with hers, and lifted a corner of her coat to wrap his shoulder with her exposed tail.

Just as she had gained strength from the comfort she received from her mother, she hoped that the pain he must be going through would disappear.
Chapter 14: If Misfortune Comes...
It's a hazy memory.

Flames soar, defying the heavens.

The sky, engulfed by a massive fire demon seeking to leave nothing behind, was dyed in the most miserable and cruel of daybreaks.

In the blazing daybreak, the clang of sharp weaponry mixed with the sounds of tearing flesh and screams.

Singular shouts and death rattles replaced mountain owls, as soldiers and mercenaries, united under their liege lords and ideologies, ruthlessly trampled those who differed.

Their liege lord, commending their efforts, permitted the taking of booty from the enemy camp.

Soon, it became the reason for this scene, the very starting point of a hellscape.

"Lakus."

His brown coat shimmered as if lit by the vermilion flame that illuminated the dawn.

A drop of blood, tracing his shoulder line, settled on his sleeve and dripped onto the bundle of plates in his hand.

It was a question in name only, yet it was also the question of all demi-humans present.

They looked at Lakus as he watched the employer's troops greedily gathering spoils of war in the foreground of the burning village, a blood-soaked crossbow in his hand.

Members of the Demi-human Mercenary Guild, who went to the battlefield for honor and wealth.

Having lived lives away from the glorious battlefield, they forsook honor to protect their families as heads of household.

They trusted Lakus's judgment without a doubt, for he had once again brought honor and glory to the guild members.

They would follow whatever decision he made upon seeing this atrocity.

Truly loyal they were.

Such was their trust in Lakus, and the basis of that trust was surely Lakus's dedication to the Demi-human Mercenary Guild.

Lakus had always taken the lead.

In everything. In anything.

That is why it was heavy, the expectation and their lives.

That is why it was terrifying, his own limit and their lives.

But.

It was a task he had started, a task he had to endure.

A wind carrying ash brushed past him, and the thin plates strung together on the leather strap he held jingled.

Amidst the pandemonium of shrieks and mad laughter, that faint sound was quickly buried, yet to Lakus's ears, it was heavier than any other.

Lakus's fist dug deeper into his palm, trying to suppress the surging emotions.

The contract was completed. It was time to return.

Survivors of today, and those now remaining only in name and honor, all could return home.


◈

Lakus's eyelids fluttered open, heavy from where he'd squeezed them shut against the receding headache. He'd collapsed after confronting the children, overwhelmed by the pain.

'At least I didn't faint,'

He thought, finding a small victory in maintaining consciousness even as his head felt like it was splitting.

The cart's rattle, a constant presence he'd momentarily forgotten, reminded him of their journey. He could hear the wheels turning on the snowy road.

And there was warmth, a comforting weight around him.

'Warmth?'

In the winter chill, the sensation was unexpected. Lakus lifted his head, and soft, warm fur brushed his cheek.

"Lakus?"

A voice whispered, close enough to tickle his ear.

He turned to see Hoe Suki beside him. Her usually impassive face was creased with worry, and guilt twisted in his gut for causing her concern.

"It's warm. Did you do this?"

"Are you feeling better now?"

"Thanks to you. Thank you."

Hoe Suki gently withdrew her hand from his and sat back, creating a small distance. Her tail, emerging with a rustle, brushed his cheek, and he found himself missing the contact.

"My mother used to do this when I was sick. It made the pain go away."

"Did I look that sick?"

Hoe Suki nodded.

'It's bound to show,'

He scratched his cheek awkwardly, offering a small excuse.

"Thank you for worrying. I think I'm feeling much better now, thanks to you."

"Really?"

He smiled reassuringly and patted her, but Hoe Suki couldn't erase the worried expression.

Since being rescued, seeing him smile so kindly, his smile seemed the most precarious and awkward she had ever seen.

Lakus, unaware of her feelings, just smiled awkwardly at her silence and shrugged.

"It happens sometimes. You really don't need to worry."

"...Hmm."

She remained dubious, her worries lingering. He insisted he was fine, and, being stubborn, left her no choice but to concede.

He felt a pang of regret for Hoe Suki, valuing the trust and affection they'd built through shared experiences.  But,

'This is the right thing for both of us.'

Even though he felt a kinship with her, it was a story he couldn't simply reveal.

They remained together, each for their own reasons.  But once everything concluded, they would part ways.

The headache plaguing Lakus wasn't solely his burden,

It was for the guild that trusted and followed him.

And,

It was for the girl who walked a similarly thorny path, to help her progress.

So, Hoe Suki reluctantly returned to her seat.  An awkward silence filled the space left by their clumsily ended conversation.

Suki couldn't look at him directly, stealing sideways glances to check on Lakus.

Lakus, aware of her gaze, simply stared at the distant mountain.


◈

For a while, only the sound of cartwheels rolling continued on the silent road.

The silence broke only after the wooden fence of Springwood, visible in the distance, came closer.

I was worried about Hoe Suki's gaze as she kept pretending to look the other way, so it was a relief.

No matter how much you look at me like that, I can't tell you...

"Halt. State your purpose for visiting."

When we arrived at the entrance, a soldier standing guard stopped us.

Indeed, befitting a place with a lord and wooden fortress walls, the soldier's armament was quite impressive.

"Good work, Hans. It's me."

"What? It's Sam."

At Sam's greeting, a young soldier who had been holding his spear lowered it, raised his visor, and approached us.

"Who are those people behind you? I've never seen their faces before."

The soldier's gaze passed over me and Hoe Suki.

"They're new to our village, so don't worry. They're good people. Is the administrator in?"

"The administrator is always in. He doesn't go out much on cold days like this. It's cold, so hurry inside. They've made new mead at the tavern, so rest up with a drink or two."

"Okay, thank you."

A free pass right away.

So this is why people need connections? School ties, blood ties, regional ties.

How convenient.

I put away the identification badge I intended to take out and instead gave a light nod of thanks.

The young soldier, as if he had only done his duty, lightly nodded before lowering his visor as his reply.

What a rare, decent young man in this world.

"Did you know him?"

"We've met occasionally because of village business. He's a really nice kid. Doesn't he act friendly?"

He was absolutely right. I never thought the day would come when I'd be surprised that there's a guard who doesn't demand a toll.

"Since you were recommended, let's stop by the tavern for a meal and some mead. Is the food there any good?"

"It's quite decent. Their stew is excellent. If you give them more money, they'll give you something to chew on. Their cheese and sausage are good too."

"You must have frequented it often?"

"That's where Hans's sister works. The chef is also skilled."

"Ah."

There was a reason he told us to stop by the tavern. Still, they say the chef is skilled, so it might not be bad to grab lunch there.

The administrator doesn't seem like the type to go out, so if I finish my business and buy the necessary items, I can spend the day fruitfully.

We passed through the gate, but we continued on a muddy road that was still not much different from a path.

The occasional smell of animal dung stung my nostrils, but what can you do?

It's typical of rural territories, where they don't distinguish between places where people and animals live, so you just have to accept it.

I've been to places like this many times, so I got used to it quickly, but Hoe Suki, for whom everything was new, was still suffering.

She's frowning and pinching her nose tightly, so it must be really bad.

"Just hold on a little longer. It'll be less once we get past this."

"Ugh..."

Having a keen sense of smell isn't always a good thing in times like these.

We should hurry and get to the tavern. If we're a little late, she might turn blue.

We went a little further inside to the tavern, our destination. I was relieved Hoe Suki wasn't unconscious from the countryside's scent.

The tavern we arrived at with Hoe Suki, who looked near death, was surprising even to me.

"A two-story building. The owner must be skilled."

"Indeed, he is. I make sure to drop by whenever I have business here."

"Is the second floor an inn?"

"That's right. I haven't used it. Adventurers with requests from Kaon Territory frequent it. It's empty now because it's winter, but it will be crowded in spring when medicinal herbs grow."

Following Sam inside, a lobby as spacious as the exterior greeted us.

I can't even begin to guess how much they earn from the seasonal business they open every spring in this countryside with such a small floating population.

"Let's sit down. It's cold."

Passing by tables occasionally occupied by territory residents, Sam guided us to a spot in front of the bar counter.

Afterward, a female server came up, greeted Sam, and took our order.

Seeing the server busy moving around alone in such a large space, she must be Hans's sister.

"Is that Hans's sister? She's kind."

"Ahem. Even if she looks like that, she's a married woman. Don't show any interest."

"What are you talking about? I just asked out of curiosity. I'm not interested."

What are you saying? That's embarrassing.

Leaving Sam's playful expression behind, I took a sip of the mead that came out first, feeling awkward for no reason.

"It's pretty good, isn't it?"

It's not overly bitter, and the flavor unique to fermented drinks is deep.

The aroma that comes to mind when you first drink it spreads in your mouth. It wasn't just simple mead.

It seems like some special spices or fruits were added. That was truly exquisite.

"It's good. Without exaggeration, it's the best mead I've ever tasted."

"It's worth the recommendation. What about the young lady?"

"...It seems good."

She lightly touched the glass to her lips and started sipping it well, so it must suit her taste.

"Don't drink enough to get drunk."

"I don't get drunk on this much."

She lightly retorts my words and starts drinking the mead in earnest. She must like it quite a bit.

If the alcohol is this good, what about the food? My expectations are rising.

So, with a light heart, I was leisurely enjoying a drink and anticipating the upcoming meal when.

"Ugh, what a stench. This is why I hate the South."

"Is it worse than the smell coming from your body? I'd rather smell a whore's body."

"Shut your trap."

A threatening atmosphere disrupted the cheerful tavern.

Judging by the way they're talking, they seem to be a mercenary group.

The interior fell silent as if by agreement because of the vulgar conversation coming from the entrance.

The ones who had completely disrupted the atmosphere glared at the gazes and brazenly spoke.

"Have you never seen customers before? Finish your meals. And keep your eyes down."

One of them put his hand on the short sword hanging on his waist, as if to show off.

As if to show what would happen next.

The sight of the customers quickly lowering their eyes, as if satisfied, as the guys swaggered between them, was quite ridiculous.

They crossed the lobby, which had become so quiet that you could hear the creaks of the floorboards worn by years of footsteps, and headed for the table in front of the fireplace.

Let's just ignore them. It's just a headache to make eye contact.

"There are customers here, can you clean up quickly and take our order?"

When he raised his voice, expressing his dissatisfaction to draw attention, the server hurriedly ran over.

"I'm sorry, sir. Would you like to order? The menu is hanging over there. I'll clean up the table while you choose."

I hear the sound of chairs being pulled. They must be looking at the menu.

"Let's see, what would be good."

"Hey, what's written there? Read it for me."

"Wait a minute. I'm reading it now... huh?"

An unfathomable sense of foreboding emanates from that short word.

Mainly in the direction that makes me feel ominous.

Clutching at a speck of hope, I desperately wanted to believe he'd simply found hometown food and cried out in joy.

"What? Isn't that 'Ghost'?"

An unwelcome word torments my ears.

"It looks like it, right?"

"The appearance is definitely right. But why is that guy wandering around here?"

I ignored the growing interest and took a sip of my drink.

"This isn't their territory. Isn't he just an adventurer?"

That's right. Just ignore it, do what you have to do, and leave. I refuse any more bad luck.

"Is that so? This bastard, the one who shoots arrows, can he have such poor eyesight?"

"What, you? Look at the back of his head, no matter how I look at it, it's that fur bastard."

"Hey, you."

Ah.

It was instantaneous, but I sensed I had crossed a point of no return.

"See! I told you it was that guy!"

The way he's pleased, it's like he's seeing a friend he met a long time ago.

I don't like you guys.
Chapter 15: Have You Ever Been Desperate?
"Huh. Never thought I'd see such a fucking ugly mug here. What do you think?"

The mercenary, slowly rising from his seat, trudged towards Lakus.

From his crude behavior and foul language, all his actions were vile and remarkably lowered his class, yet no one dared to point it out.

Rattle. Rattle.

His comrades followed, rising and dragging their chairs as if they were about to start a gang fight, so who would dare to criticize?

Everyone in the tavern just hoped not to get caught up in the impending atrocity.

It's a fight between the bottom feeders of life. What could be more unfair than getting caught in the crossfire?

The mercenaries, looking like local loafers, were armed with weapons that could stab friend or foe alike.

It was clear that even as loafers, they were a threat that could not be ignored.

As if to prove their power, Lakus could already guess their identities.

"Black Wolf Mercenary Group, right?"

"You know well. You're the 'Ghost' of the Demi-human Mercenary Guild, aren't you?"

Lakus could only answer the mercenary's question with a sigh.

Hearing that alone made the next development obvious.

"You sure are relaxed. You son of a bitch."

The mercenary, spewing harsh curses and leaning his arm on the bar counter, shot a fierce glare.

"After acting so shitty and fucking up everything in this industry, can you even swallow food? Are your lives expensive, and ours worth less than a fly's?"

As if the accumulated complaints had burst, the mercenary's already grim face contorted even more.

"You fur-ball bastards not only messed up all the places we worked on in the west, but now you're coming here to eat? Hey, asshole. Did your conscience die along with everything else?"

Even as resentful feelings were spewed with sneers, Lakus simply, silently sipped from his mug.

It was a blatant disregard, showing that it wasn't even worth listening to.

At Lakus's clear dismissal, the mercenary let out a dry laugh.

"Are these fur-covered bastards deaf because they have fur growing in their ears, too? Do we look like fucking pushovers?"

Trying to provoke a reaction from the ignoring Lakus, the mercenary's hand rested on the pommel.

It was a silent threat and provocation, asking him to think about whether he should persist further.

It was nothing but the trash talk of some petty mercenaries.

But Lakus knew that the killing intent and true intent within it were not clumsy provocations, so he reluctantly opened his mouth.

"Watch your mouth, huh? If you're unhappy, you should risk your lives, too. Did you think making money off other people was easy?"

"Look at you talk. Don't you grasp the situation?"

The mercenary cocked his head as if to show off.

"These guys here. They've been pushed to this stinking countryside because your beastly fur-balls have been coming and going in the west. They're all guys who've had their jobs stolen by you."

Numbers, then and now, were crucial for a strategic advantage.

If the situation was like now, surrounding the opponent, the effect would be doubled.

Even if it was just a net cast by mercenaries who were uneducated and relied solely on brute force.

"I was already in a bad mood, but today's a lucky day. The guy who ruined our lives is right in front of us."

Eight men drew their weapons and narrowed the encircling net, preventing anyone from escaping or entering.

Lakus, listening, didn't move an inch. He just sat there, staring at the shimmering mead.

As he neatly gathered the scattered memories in the reddish-gold alcohol, his gaze lingered on the mug.

"Have you ever been desperate?"

Lakus's voice, filled with stitched-together memories, spread slowly like the cold frost settling on the hills below.

The atmosphere, changed by the emotions contained in the chilling sneer, mixed with despair and cynicism, gripped the listeners' senses.

The meaning of the question he spat out.

What had driven him to such dire straits.

What had covered his life.

What was so funny.

They didn't know, and they had no way of knowing.

"With nothing, nowhere to lean on. Like I'm the only one in the world, about to scatter like a handful of ash."

"It's hard to even get one meal a day. When I was first stabbed, I cried more sorrowfully than a newborn baby. When I first learned about death, I realized that even tears could dry up."

"Yeah, most of the guys here are probably like that."

He forces the overflowing memories down his throat with alcohol.

"Lives? They're important. Maintaining good relations in the same industry. Preserving lives and getting paid. It's good. The bottom of the barrel sticks together. Birds of a feather. Becoming desperate to survive."

Slowly, Lakus's arm pats the shoulder of the mercenary beside him, as if comforting him.

"But there's one thing you overlooked."

His hand, previously patting the mercenary's shoulder, gradually moved upwards, and through his clenched lips, he made them face the truth they needed to know.

"You've never been more desperate than us, not even once."

Lakus grabbed the mercenary's hair and slammed his head onto the bar counter.

A cracking sound, like an alarm, rang out, and the surroundings fell silent as if doused with water.

Lakus, as if to insult that silence, lifts the mercenary's head.

The mercenary's lifted face was a spectacle. His nose bridge seemed broken and bent, piercing the delicate mucous membrane and causing a nosebleed that scattered in the air.

It was a terrible sight, but as if it was just the beginning, Lakus mercilessly slammed the mercenary's head against the bar counter again and again.

On the second blow, he groaned and his eyelids swelled red.

On the third, the front teeth, due to the broken nose bridge, shattered and fell to the floor with a clatter.

On the fourth, his cheekbone shattered and collapsed.

Everyone froze at the sight of this madness.

The brutality contained in that cruel violence was not simply a trivial act of venting anger.

On his distorted face, along with a strong killing intent, was an indescribable, lonely resentment.

"You son of a bitch! What are you doing, you bastards! Kill him!"

One mercenary, belatedly regaining his senses, shouted at the other mercenaries whose stunned faces showed humiliation.

The mercenaries, drawing their weapons, rushed towards Lakus at once.

"Ca, call the guards!"

"Shit! I'm so unlucky!"

The customers, fearing they'd get caught in the sudden commotion, called for the guards and hastily fled the tavern.

In that chaos, Lakus's eyes gleam.

The mercenaries' blades rush in, messy but closely spaced, and the tip of an arrow, drawn taut on a bowstring far away, trembles.

In a situation where there seemed to be no way to escape.

Lakus, used to this, moved to overcome the situation.

Lakus grabbed the half-unconscious mercenary and shoved him in front of the rushing blades.

"You crazy...!"

The other mercenaries, seeing their comrade suddenly turned into a human shield, hesitated in shock.

"He's going to die anyway! Just stab him!"

He tried to keep up the momentum by proving that their own lives were worth less than a fly's,

but they couldn't ignore the gap created by that moment of hesitation.

Whoosh!

A whistle sounded. As if responding to it, Steely, who had been hiding far away, rushed towards the archer positioned behind the mercenaries.

"Fuck!"

The archer, cursing because his comrade had gotten in his line of sight, noticed the golden beast charging into his flank. He tried to turn the arrowhead in terror.

It was an excellent reaction speed. An action forged by the mercenary life where a momentary judgment determined life and death.

However, there was something he didn't know, that Steely was agile enough to catch up to wild wolves roaming the small mountain. He also had enough jaw strength and muscle strength to grab the scruff of a wolf weighing nearly 50kg and run.

"Ah...!"

By the time the archer noticed, Steely had already leaped and was baring his menacing teeth.

Despair flashed across the archer's stunned face, but Steely had no trace of guilt or hesitation.

As a loyal dog, he simply followed his master's command and bit the archer's face, shaking him mercilessly. The archer was reduced to a mere tug-of-war toy for Steely and screamed as he spun inside Steely's mouth.

"You, you! Go help that bastard!"

The rear was broken through.

Not only was it a problem that they could no longer receive support from a distance. Two mercenaries retreated to the rear to keep an eye on Steely, who might attack from behind at any moment.

The encirclement of six people dwindled to four. The mercenaries' siege, which had seemed as solid as a last stand, loosened.

It was a good time to exploit the cracks that had begun to appear and seize the momentum to reverse the situation.

Lakus threw the half-dead mercenary, blocking the line of sight of the two mercenaries on the left. At the same time, he smoothly drew his crossbow and aimed at one on the right.

Thunk! Thunk!

Two shots to the chest.

Then, a final shot to the head of the swaying target, which was losing its balance.

One mercenary collapses to the ground with a miraculous shot that would have been impossible with a normal crossbow.

"Die!"

A mercenary, convulsing over his fallen comrade, raised his shortsword and rushed towards Lakus.

He tried to re-aim, but the distance was too close.

It was the consequence of starting a fight at a disadvantage without distance.

Lakus stopped aiming and barely blocked the shortsword aimed at his head with his crossbow.

Clang!

A heavy weight pressed down on Lakus.

"You should have known your place!"

As he pressed down with poisoned force, Lakus's expression faltered.

'Damn it.'

His mind started racing.

It was a disadvantageous fight from the start. Unable to avoid it, he broke through the encirclement with momentary momentum and wit.

But there were too many for Lakus to handle alone.

He barely suppressed the growing impatience.

He tried to calm himself, knowing impatience could be fatal,

'It's about time...!'

but time was not on his side.

Two mercenaries moved the fallen mercenary aside and took position in Lakus's peripheral vision.

Drawn shortswords glinted in the firelight, aimed at Lakus.

The confrontation showed no signs of easing, the pressure only increased.

'I have no choice...!'

Lakus checked the path of the shortsword he was blocking. In a desperate gamble, Lakus contemplated a drastic choice.

'A stab wound to the right chest. If it's deep, it'll break a rib.'

It was worth a try.

He thought it would be better than getting stabbed in the back.

Having made up his mind, Lakus slowly began to release the strength in the arm supporting the crossbow.

His heartbeat thunders in his ears.

Life and death hung in the balance, yet he dreaded the sensation of cold steel.

He might get hurt more than he expected.

"Lakus!"

Amidst the fierce battle, a familiar voice rang in Lakus's ears.

"Gah!"

The mercenary facing him grimaces.

His eyes begin to tremble, and a stream of blood flows down his chin.

Their gazes locked for a moment as the mercenary collapsed.

As the wall blocking Lakus's view disappears, Hoe Suki stood beyond it.

"Suki...!"

Hoe Suki's fingernails were stained red, her arms transformed into a beast's.

Lakus complexion hardened, hastily checking her condition.

'I was too complacent.'

It was her first kill.

Lakus struggled to shake the memory of his first kill as well.

The blood on his hands was warmer than he had thought.

The corpse was heavier than any comrade he had ever carried.

The face, marked by death, was wretched and full of regret.

These memories occasionally appeared at night as nightmares.

With complicated feelings, he looked at Hoe Suki's complexion.

"I'll help, Lakus."

Her will was firm.

Her arms trembled slightly, from aversion to killing or the thrill of battle.

But the resolute will in her eyes was clearly conveyed to Lakus.

Lakus, already tired of her plea, was troubled by having to entrust the killing to a young girl.

"Thank you. Go help Steely. Even Steely can't handle two."

"Understood."

He expressed his gratitude for the determination she showed.

"Phew."

After overcoming the crisis, Lakus readjusted his crossbow to finish the job.

In a fight where corpses piled up, not a single member of Lakus's group was injured.

There could be no greater victory.

"How did it come to this..."

On the other hand, the mercenaries, whose situation had been overturned in an instant, looked at the miserable scene with a dazed expression.

The fact that eight people were losing to just one human and two beasts was a huge blunder and a hard truth to accept.

"Hey."

A voice, striking the mercenary's spirit and snapping him out of reality, is heard.

"You said i didn't grasp the situation, right?"

Lakus strides over the corpses lying on the floor like trash.

His heavy footsteps make the rotted floorboards scream.

"How about now? Do you grasp the situation now?"

He returned the insult in kind.
Chapter 16: Ecstasy in Clouded Eyes
"Steely! Behind you!"

At Hoe Suki's shout, Steely, who had been biting the mercenary's arm, spat it out and quickly jumped up. A longsword thudded into the spot Steely had just been.

"Tsk!"

The mercenary, missing his blow, clicked his tongue softly.

['My. I almost died!']

"Lakus said to help!"

['I appreciate it!']

Cheerfully acknowledging Hoe Suki's support, Steely rushed towards the mercenary who had just pulled the longsword from the floor.

['I'll draw his gaze! Seize the chance to attack!']

Hoe Suki nodded and began to put Power into her Legs.

As she focused her White Fang muscle strength to its limit, blood vessels bulged from the skin exposed outside her wool socks.

Exploding with leg strength, Hoe Suki rushed forward, spreading her fingers in an attack stance.

The mercenary, who had already seen Steely's biting power, belatedly noticed Hoe Suki rushing towards him, his attention lowered.

"Fuck!"

The mercenary hurriedly twisted his body and went on the defensive with his shortsword.

But with his gaze focused on Steely, Hoe Suki was inexperienced and young.

She might be of Mixed-blood, but she was a White Fang with outstanding Physical Ability.

By the time he had half-turned his body, Hoe Suki, having already reached very close range, struck the awkwardly raised shortsword with all her might.

Clang!

Sparks flew from the mercenary's shortsword, which had barely blocked her attack, and it was roughly knocked aside.

The mercenary managed to keep hold of his shortsword despite the powerful attack, but his efforts were in vain because his front was left defenseless before Hoe Suki.

Taking a large step forward into the open front, Hoe Suki roughly swung her other arm, readied at her waist, from top to bottom.

"Argh!!"

Long fingernail marks were drawn on the mercenary's chest, and blood gushed from the deep wound, scattering and soaking the floorboards.

['Not yet! You need a stronger Attack!']

As Steely said, despite inflicting a critical wound, the mercenary was still breathing.

She was about to deliver a follow-up attack to finish him off.

"You monster!"

She had to roll her body to the right to evade the shortsword stabbing at her left side.

"You damn beasts, going at it in pairs!"

The mercenary pulled the extended shortsword close and prepared to attack.

"Cough! Cough!"

"Stand up straight, you bastard! Do you want to die together!?"

All he could do was stand his ground and bark at his comrade who was constantly coughing up blood.

'I, I'm going to die like this...!'

With only one injured, helpless person beside him, it was overwhelming for him to counter the combined attack of Steely and Hoe Suki, who could tear someone to shreds.

The mercenary felt Death approaching.

The future gradually approaching was not a thrilling and satisfying revenge, but the reality that he would die miserably at the hands of those he had so envied and hated consumed his reason.

What remained of him was neither boiling revenge nor cold contempt.

Fear.

The ominous feeling of approaching death, only that one thing began to dominate his body, and even the breath in and out of his lungs was filled with a thick fear.

"Damn it... Damn it... Why is it..."

Helplessness. Fear.

The negative emotions filled with fear were clearly revealed at the tip of the mercenary's sword.

'I need to finish this quickly and help Lakus.'

Even though she was inexperienced, as long as she remained vigilant, she had enough skill to secure victory in this situation.

'But... what is it? This Feeling?'

She could have seized victory with just one Attack.

But she didn't want to end the current situation quickly.

It wasn't out of compassion or Mercy.

From deep inside her chest, from the bottom of the abyss.

Something that had been sleeping under a black curtain was holding onto her reason and not letting go.

She tilted her Head at the strange sensation poking at her chest.

It was an unfamiliar, but not unpleasant, rather sweet sensation that ran up her spine.

A sensation she had felt long ago, but had hidden herself.

What her instincts, not reason, remembered,

Reacting to the thick Fear and blood filling the Surroundings, it slowly surfaced above the calm Emotion.

'Ah.'

Memories of being constantly chased as Prey, and memories buried even longer ago under the Family's concern, come to mind.

That day when she went hunting with her father.

That day when she held the deer they had successfully hunted.

That day when she was soaked in the sweet pleasure of the deer's Blood flowing through her fingers.

The day her father, who always smiled, wore a complicated expression.

The day her mother, who was asked, wore a bitter expression.

The memories of that day slowly and gently engulfed Hoe Suki.

In her gradually widening Pupils, she saw the thick Fear that her Prey exuded.

The heavy air filled with the enemies' Fear that gently tickled her Skin stimulated her Senses to the fullest.

Hoe Suki, who inhaled the thick scent to the bottom of her lungs, could feel a certain instinct rising from the bottom of her chest.

A sadistic and instinctive, or rather, ecstatic and sensual sensation.

Yes, this is.

The overwhelming elation and desire for conquest that only a Predator could be intoxicated with.

"This... was the Feeling..."

Hoe Suki's sharp Fingernails, soaked in blood, emitted a ferocious aura, and with each step she took, the surrounding air sank heavily.

"Prey."

Hoe Suki's white Face, which always seemed indifferent, flushed red with ecstasy.

The reason?

Because there is a Prey in front of her Eyes.

It was a natural principle as a Predator.

Hoe Suki willingly responded to the sweet temptation that her instincts called out.

And a bright Smile, never seen before, appeared on her face, which had lost all restraint.

The indifferent expression so far subsided, and what rose above it was.

"Must Hunt Prey."

It was a habit derived from the custom of one who had awakened the long-dormant mysteries of hunting and become a true Predator.


◈

With Hoe Suki's help, the tide of the battle turned, and Lakus aimed his Crossbow at the two mercenaries facing him and opened his lips.

"Make a Decision. Surrender. Or continue."

"Damn it..."

The mercenary, having messed things up badly, groaned.

He firmly believed everything would go his way, but that expectation was scattered more lightly than leaves under the autumn Wind.

"Choose quickly. Don't you know the saying, time is money?"

Lakus pressed the Crossbow further forward, as if to emphasize he wouldn't give them time to plan.

The target of impatience had changed. Now time was on Lakus's side, and the Black Wolf Mercenary Group had to make a decision under pressure.

Kill or be killed.

Their hesitation didn't last long.

It was too late to hesitate, and accumulated grudges surfaced.

The two mercenaries, after exchanging silent signals, rushed at Lakus.

There was enough Distance between Lakus and them.

In other words, Lakus had more than enough time to deal with the two mercenaries.

The string of the Crossbow made a crude sound, and the fired bolt pierced one mercenary's forehead.

The mercenary with a pierced forehead fell to the floor like a doll with its strings cut. The remaining mercenary rushed towards Lakus with the tip of his Shortsword raised, paying no attention.

The bolt fired from the Crossbow, which quickly turned, pierced the mercenary again, but it couldn't stop his relentless rush to fight to the death.

"Tsk."

The device attached to the Crossbow was reloading the string, and the tip of the mercenary's sword, which had reached a very close range, shone sharply.

Lakus held the Crossbow as he did when blocking a sword strike.

The only difference was that unlike his previous hurried block,

Now, he held the Body of the Crossbow with his left hand and the buttstock with his right hand, thrusting the Crossbow forward as if thrusting a spear.

Bayonet technique.

Besides shooting, it was one of the few close combat techniques Lakus, who was from South Korea, could use in Another World.

"A futile effort!"

Observing the strange posture, the mercenary dismissed it as a foolish struggle and did not stop his rush.

Just before the tip of the Shortsword reached Lakus,

Lakus held the Crossbow upright and close to his body, swiftly turning diagonally to the left.

The blade of the Shortsword, which was about to reach him, slid along the Body of the Crossbow and passed by Lakus's side, piercing the air.

"What?"

Joy and sorrow crossed the faces of the mercenary and Lakus.

The exposed body of the mercenary with the thrust Shortsword.

Lakus didn't miss that gap, raising the buttstock with all his might to strike the mercenary's chin.

"Ugh!"

The mercenary's pupils momentarily blurred from the disorienting shock.

It was a disaster caused by carelessness.

Without stopping, Lakus placed the Crossbow on the neck of the mercenary, whose posture was disturbed.

He turned once around the mercenary's body and stood back-to-back with the collapsing mercenary, firmly holding the Crossbow against the mercenary's Adam's apple and pulling with all his might.

"Gah!"

Clang!

The mercenary, suddenly feeling pressure on his neck, dropped the Shortsword and struggled to remove the Crossbow.

"Cough! Cough! Gurgle...!"

Panting breaths and meaningless kicks in the air followed, but Lakus gritted his teeth and pulled the Crossbow.

The terrifying sound of the mercenary's Fingernails scraping the Crossbow scratched Lakus's Ears.

Burdened by many people who had forgotten him, he could only hope that the mercenary's struggles would end quickly and give him more strength.

It was only about 30 seconds, but it felt endlessly long to Lakus.

The movements of the mercenary, panting with a red face and struggling violently, gradually subsided.

The gasping breath that seemed cut off faded.

The terrifying sound of scraping the Crossbow subsided, and,

Thud.

The limbs of the completely silenced mercenary fell into Lakus's void.

"Phew..."

Lakus, exhaling the tension that dominated his body, threw the unmemorable mercenary to the floor. Lakus kicks the mercenary, whose face is filled with bloodshot eyes and a miserable appearance covered in saliva and tears.

"It's over."

Only after confirming that the mercenary was not moving did Lakus feel relieved and readjusted the Crossbow.

His fight was just over, but he didn't know what situation Hoe Suki and Steely were in.

Lakus, calming his breath with an increasingly stable heartbeat, turned his head to look at the place where Hoe Suki and Steely were fighting to assess the situation.

"It looks like it's almost over there too."

As expected, Suki and Steely were skillfully dealing with the remaining two.

No injuries, no deaths.

It was a clear victory.

Lakus, Hoe Suki, Steely. It was a perfect victory for these three.

That's right.

It should have been.

But why?

'Something's wrong.'

Lakus felt a chill to the point of being startled, and even fear.

His expectations are shattered by the strangely bizarre atmosphere.

"Hoe Suki?"

His eyes, searching for the source of the uneasiness, turned to Hoe Suki.

At the unpleasant sensation transmitted from Hoe Suki, Lakus's complexion stiffened at the shivers running up his spine.

His legs instinctively run towards Hoe Suki.

Something is terribly wrong.

Lakus instinctively knew something was terribly wrong with Hoe Suki.

The closer he got to Hoe Suki, the more the unpleasant sensation stuck to his body, and he spurred his legs even more.

He grabbed Hoe Suki, breaking through the ominous energy that seemed to invade his body.

"Hoe Su...! Good heavens..."

As if not interested in Lakus at all, Hoe Suki's gaze was solely directed at the dead mercenary.

The mercenary she was looking at was so miserable that it was hard to look at him properly.

It was questionable whether this 'shape', which was so mangled that it was difficult to recognize its original form, was really done by Hoe Suki.

"Hoe Suki!!!"

He tried to erase the shock and pulled her shoulder, but he couldn't stop the strong power of the White Fang.

Eventually, Lakus, blocking her way, lowered his posture and met Hoe Suki's eyes.

'Wh, what...!'

The clear and transparent emerald eyes were gone.

All he faced was a greenish Eye with a thick smell of blood and murky Energy left on a Face stained with blood.

Lakus couldn't help but shrink back.

If he were to compare his current feeling,

It was like being prey. As a prey that could only be preyed upon by a predator.

Why did he feel this way?

Fear tried to engulf him.

'Get a hold of yourself. I can't be like this.'

Lakus, who barely shook off the Fear that tried to eat away at his mind, pondered how to restore the changed Hoe Suki.

He didn't know what the trigger was.

But one thing was clear.

Ever since the fight began, Hoe Suki had changed.

What should he do?

He ruminated on the one question that had invaded his mind.

But the more he thought about it, the more he felt ridiculous rather than finding a solution to the situation.

'What help is that?'

The change that came to Hoe Suki, who shed blood to save him.

At the root of it was his own carelessness in dealing with the Black Wolf Mercenary Group.

'It's because of me... I... again... like this...'

It was an undeniable fact that Lakus could not avoid a clash with the Black Wolf Mercenary Group.

But the guilt of instigating Hoe Suki's change, which emitted this ominous energy, gradually paralyzed his thoughts.

"Lakus...?"

It was a blurry tone of voice as if in a dream, but it was more than enough to wake him from his thoughts.

Lakus, who came to his senses, hurriedly grabbed Hoe Suki's cheek and met her eyes again.

"Hoe Suki? Suki?! Are you okay?!"

Her eyes were still cloudy, but he grabbed onto Hoe Suki's words, which seemed to recognize him, like a lifeline.

It seemed like she was gradually regaining her senses, so Lakus let out a sigh of relief and asked in a calm tone of voice, calming his excitement.

"Do you recognize me?"

"Lakus... Lakus..."

She repeated his name as if possessed by something.

Hoe Suki, who called Lakus's name as if searching for something in a bookcase storing old memories.

"Lakus."

Her hand, stained with dark red blood, slowly rose and caressed Lakus's cheek, who met her eyes, and Lakus's cheek turned red following her fingers.

As if painting over it with her color, her fingers moved delicately on Lakus's cheek.

Her still cloudy eyes, soaked in ecstasy, drew a delicate arc and contained affectionate affection.

And her pink lips smiled a bright smile that she had never shown before.

It was the most beautiful smile that suited her beautiful appearance, which he had never seen before.

"Lakus."

"Yes, I..."

"My Prey."

"...Suki?"

That appearance, soaked in habit, resembled a predator in front of its prey.

And thoroughly betrayed Lakus's expectations.
Chapter 17: A Resolution Carved Because of You
I'm bewildered.

I can't think of a way to describe my current feeling more clearly.

"Hoe Suki? Are you... okay?"

The energy I feel from Hoe Suki is ominous and unfamiliar, squeezing my heart; yet, her bright smile seems wrong and only makes me feel afraid.

Is it because of the blood soaking her white dress and pure white hair?

Or is it because of the ominous glint in her Eyes that's hard to describe?

I couldn't be sure of anything, and couldn't guess what changes Hoe Suki had gone through.

Will this state continue, or is it temporary? I want to believe it's the latter.

Amid these many thoughts, Hoe Suki's hand was still caressing my cheek.

Ironically, her touch was as gentle and warm as her tail that tickled my cheek.

Not everything went as planned, but I'll take solace in Hoe Suki's understanding of what I'm saying.

Back in the Guild, I've seen much worse. I've never been more grateful than now that those Memories are helping.

"Hoe Suki. Are you hurt anywhere?"

Based on my past experience, I hid the turmoil trying to take over my body and stared directly into Hoe Suki's eyes.

"Yes. I'm fine. I am strong. There is no problem."

Her tone of voice was natural enough not to be considered a problem, but I couldn't help feeling a sense of incongruity in Hoe Suki's way of speaking.

Hoe Suki's way of expressing emotion was clumsy.

But the voice whispering softly, as if caressing my cheek like a lover, was so moist and alluring that it seemed to melt my eardrums.

"Huh?"

"Lakus. Are you all right? You smell sweet."

The hand that was on my cheek slid down and wrapped around my neck. It was such a natural gesture that a foolish sound escaped my mouth.

Sweet scent? What does that mean?

I was puzzled by the incomprehensible words, but,

"Mnnnnnnn...Shooo Goooooood......"

When Hoe Suki wrapped around my neck, buried her face in my neck and inhaled my body scent, I realized what those words meant.

The fact that she showed skinship she had never shown before and smelled my body scent, was alluring, yet it felt scary.

The way Hoe Suki tried to remember my Body scent felt as if she was trying to satisfy something lacking with me.

Is she anxious?

Hoe Suki's transformation doesn't seem to be only because of today's Experience was shocking.

There was definitely something I didn't know.

Something that Hoe Suki hasn't told me yet.

Or something that even Hoe Suki herself doesn't know.

Maybe it's right to assume that it burst out due to today.

When one question was piled one after another, I was only confused, but it was still due to my carelessness.

Hoe Suki still has her nose buried in my neck.

If only this could calm Hoe Suki...

"...Ah~."

As my arms went around Hoe Suki's waist and gently hugged her, I heard a shrill voice ringing in my ears.

My body stiffened at the unintended reaction, but I tried to ignore it, wrapped my arms around her shoulders, and pulled Hoe Suki into my arms.

I almost panicked from the violent sensation in my chest, but I trampled on such blasphemous thoughts and patted Hoe Suki's shoulder, hoping that she would return to her original self.

I don't know how long we were like that.

Hoe Suki's breath tickled my neck.

Hoe Suki's unfamiliar body scent, mixed with the already familiar scent of Blood, made me feel drowsy.

The sound of my heartbeat, which I would be embarrassed if she could hear.

It was definitely a long time that my worries about Hoe Suki were becoming drawn to the sweet temptation from her.

"Lakus."

"I'm listening."

After smelling my scent for a long time, Hoe Suki whispered in a voice that sounded very satisfied.

"I am very tired... Now, just a little, I will sleep..."

"Okay. Get some rest. You've been through a lot."

With those words, I felt the strength gradually draining from Hoe Suki's arms, which were wrapped around my neck, and the small weight on my left shoulder told me that Hoe Suki had fallen into a deep sleep.

"Haaa..."

I exhaled the breath I had been holding back due to the anxious energy that gathered as Hoe Suki fell asleep.

I must have accumulated too much karma in this life.

Feeling the past in the children I met on the road, and almost fainting.

The negative relationships I formed while expanding my area of activity during my Guild days.

Killing them with my own hands.

Fully bearing that karma? I can handle it.

Because it's a problem I have to deal with.

However, now that Hoe Suki, who had nothing to do with it, is involved.

That fact alone weighed heavily on my chest.

It was already a wounded body. I may not be able to heal those wounds, but my past, which sprinkled glass fragments on the path of her wandering after losing her family and life's direction, is something I hate to death.

"Is this, too, the karma I have to bear?"

It was a question with an already determined answer. It's merely a testimony that no one hears, to strengthen my own will.

I carefully lifted Hoe Suki, who was sound asleep leaning on my shoulder.

I thought she was just a child, but when I held her like this, she was heavier than I thought.

Her height barely reached my chest, but I realized that Hoe Suki's words, which I had only said to myself, were not wrong.

"It's a complete mess."

Looking in the direction of the sound, I saw Sam with an apologetic look and a middle-aged man with a mustache befitting his age.

"I'm sorry, Lakus. I couldn't help..."

"No, Sam. You didn't have any weapons. It was my problem, and if you had gotten hurt, I wouldn't have been able to bear it."

"Thank you for understanding."

I was glad Sam was safe. More than this, I don't know if I can handle it.

"I've been doing business here for decades, but even those troublemakers, adventurers, didn't make this kind of mess."

"I'm sorry. I know it sounds materialistic, but I'll compensate for all the damage the store has suffered."

"That's fine. Jeez. I never dreamed that I would see corpses from a fight in this countryside."

Seeing the owner accepting my apology casually, I think he's no ordinary person either.

It seems that adventurers also cause a lot of trouble.

It's only a relief for me.

"Come inside for now. You seem to have quite a story. I think we should do something about that look first."

Certainly.

Hoe Suki is a given, and I can roughly guess my own appearance.

I was grateful for the Goodwill of the owner, who had done me a favor despite causing trouble.

As I was about to follow the owner inside,

"What is this! It's a complete mess?!"

I turned around at the shout that was like a déjà vu, and the fully armed Guards, who seemed to have received the report, rushed into the tavern like a flood.

The Faces of the Guards looking around the tavern, which had been hit by a storm, were filled with horror.

Especially when their Gazes turned to the Mercenaries that Hoe Suki had slashed, they even took a step back.

Some of the weaker ones even ran out of the tavern with pale Faces. That's how terrible it was.

Everyone's faces were filled with horror, but there was one person who was calmly looking around without changing his complexion, and I think he is the Guard Captain.

He glanced at the scene and looked at me.

More precisely, at Hoe Suki in my arms.

The next words were obvious

"We need you to come with us for the investigation."

It's what I expected. The customers probably talked about us, and I'm sure they're suspicious since we're covered in blood in a place full of corpses.

"Sure. But could you give us a moment to clean up? It will only take a moment."

His gaze scanned my and Hoe Suki's appearance.

Perhaps he felt sorry for us stained with blood. Or perhaps the smell of blood was just disgusting. In any case, he approved my request by attaching a guard.

"I will go."

and I was able to enter the room guided by the owner and Hans, the guard who volunteered.

After the owner brought me a bucket of water and quietly left the room after receiving my thanks, I slowly laid the sleeping Hoe Suki on the bed.

"You must have gotten into big trouble as soon as you arrived."

"Yes. Somehow, it ended up like that."

I wonder if it's because I'm Sam's acquaintance. We've never really talked before, but it's better than having a complete stranger follow me.

Answering Hans's words, I wet the towel from the bucket and wiped Hoe Suki's arm stained with blood.

When the water touched the dried blood, it washed away as if melting. But even though the towel that wiped the bright red blood was stained red, the reddish tinge seemed to seep into the pure white arm and did not disappear.

I might have to work a little harder.

"You're very devoted. You don't seem like a simple Comrade. Is she your lover?"

Hans's question, asked as I was rinsing the towel, naturally stopped my hand.

There's no way that the grand title of lover would suit me.

Hoe Suki was a woman too good for me, and I was just someone who talked big.

I was her benefactor, but she was a dedicated person who didn't hesitate to get her hands dirty.

I was grateful that she supported me on my side, regardless of right or wrong.

"Yes. She's a precious Comrade and..."

Although she would be involved with someone like me, I wanted to at least be a little help to Hoe Suki, who needs to move forward.

"My... Family."

Just like Hoe Suki did to me.
Chapter 18: The Eve of the Storm
Having concluded his affairs at the inn, Lakus was promptly taken to the guardhouse.

Confined to a detention cell barely larger than a closet, Lakus slumped against the wall.

"It feels odd, being so empty."

He sighed, glancing down at himself. The guards had confiscated his equipment before locking him up, leaving him feeling strangely bare.

Even during his time with the guild, with all its incidents, he'd never imagined ending up in a detention center.

"At least they didn't take my clothes."

He recalled seeing criminals paraded through the village square, clad in little more than rags.

Had his clothes been confiscated in this chilly cell, he'd be left shivering, unsure of his release.

"I hope it's not too cold. She should be alright, being a White Fang."

His eyes drifted to Hoe Suki.

Using Lakus's long coat as a blanket, Hoe Suki was sound asleep, breathing softly.

The scene was peaceful, yet it stirred a complex mix of emotions in Lakus. She must have been utterly exhausted to sleep so soundly in this situation.

But dwelling on it was pointless. What good was regret now?

He simply hoped, fervently, that he and Hoe Suki would escape this detention center unharmed.

He'd given his statement to the guard before being locked up, but he'd learned quickly that this world judged crimes based on perception and public opinion, not hard evidence.

"Deportation would be preferable."

It meant being banished from the village, an undesirable fate.

But Lakus would be content if it meant he and Hoe Suki remained safe.

In a world where theft resulted in the loss of a hand, Lakus worried that true justice might be elusive in this remote area, unlike the more established cities.

He had lost track of time, but the small window, far too small for even a child to escape through, was already painted with the colors of sunset.

Time, ever honest, announced itself with approaching footsteps that broke the heavy silence of the detention center where Lakus was held.

Lakus turned towards the sound and recognized the approaching figure.

"Hans. Did the results come in?"

Hans, in answer to Lakus's question, jingled the bunch of keys hanging at his waist.

"You're being released. Sam and the innkeeper testified to your innocence."

"I see."

As expected, Sam, who'd witnessed the incident firsthand, and the innkeeper, who needed Lakus to repay his debt, had cleared his name.

Clank.

The lock clicked open.

The ungreased hinges groaned as the prison door swung wide.  Lakus, clutching Hoe Suki inside his coat, followed Hans out of the detention center.

Lakus gazed at the sky, now awash in the evening light.

'I'll just have to go back today, then.'

He felt a pang of disappointment. He'd come to solve a problem, but ended up burdened with more.  Still, he decided to be grateful that everyone was safe, despite the chaos.

"You're free. You've been through a lot."

"Thank you for testifying, Sam. I'm out thanks to you."

"I just told them what I saw – that they were the ones picking a fight and threatening you."

The innkeeper stood beside Sam, waving his hand.

Knowing the innkeeper wasn't there to celebrate his freedom, Lakus carefully placed Hoe Suki on the cart Sam had brought, then returned.

"Here. If it's not enough, I'll pay the rest next time I visit."

The owner received the money pouch, checked its contents, and nodded in agreement.

Though he hadn't achieved a single one of his original objectives, Lakus promised to return and, with Steely, who Sam had also brought, departed Spring Wood.

"It's been one thing after another since you came."

His voice was quite tired. It was understandable, considering he got caught up in a power struggle between mercenary groups.

Sam's already old-looking face looked ten years older.

"I'm sorry. I must have some Mara on me."

"I guess so. But it's good that it's all resolved."

"You're absolutely right."

There were many things, but the mindset was that it would be fine as long as it was resolved well.

"How is that child? Does she seem okay?"

Although it ended without any problems, Sam was concerned about Hoe Suki, who showed no signs of waking up.

Although he knew his concerns, Lakus couldn't give a definite answer since he didn't know Hoe Suki's condition either.

"I'm not sure either. This is the first time something like this has happened..."

"You must be worried. She doesn't seem to be seriously injured, so don't worry too much. She'll wake up soon."

Amidst the two men's concerns, the cart slowly left the outskirts of Spring Wood.

It was slower than their journey to Spring Wood, because it was Sam's consideration to adjust the speed so that the sleeping Hoe Suki wouldn't get hurt.

Perhaps it was thanks to such consideration,

Hoe Suki, who seemed like she wouldn't wake up, slowly opened her eyes, emitting a faint groan.

"Where...?"

As she woke up from her seat, eyes still half-closed, Lakus tried to calm his heart, which was about to become impatient.

"Are you okay?"

"I don't know. I think we fought with those mercenaries..."

"That's all over. You don't have to worry about that."

Lakus approached Hoe Suki to take a closer look at her condition, as she was still floundering in her sleep.

'She seems to be back to normal...'

Judging by the gruff expression and awkward tone, instead of her usual bright smile and affectionate voice, she seemed completely back to her old self.

In addition to her outward appearance, Lakus looked into Hoe Suki's eyes to check her pupils.

The ominous energy he'd felt from Hoe Suki's cloudy eyes in the inn was vividly imprinted in Lakus' memory, so he judged he could be certain if he checked her pupils.

"What is it, Lakus?"

Hoe Suki was puzzled by Lakus's stare, while Lakus was intent on checking her pupils.

So Hoe Suki just sat there, blinking.

As her mind cleared, she slowly grasped the situation.

As her thoughts traced back to the inn, the source of all this trouble,

Hoe Suki was able to recall the forgotten memories beyond the lifted veil.

As memories flooded her mind, her eyes widened.

"!!!"

"Ugh!"

Hoe Suki pushed Lakus, who was watching her pupils, causing him to fall to the other side of the cart with her strength.

He suddenly fell on his butt, but Lakus forgot the pain and raised his head to check Hoe Suki's condition. He thought her sudden action was possibly due to the shock in the inn.

Yes. Illusion.

Hoe Suki was shocked in the inn, but it was not what Lakus was worried about.

Because.

'What..., what the hell did I do with Lakus...!'

Her face, flushed red to her ears, so her white skin was barely visible, was enough to tell.


◈

'Damn it! Of all people, I had to mess with the 'Ghost'!'

The footsteps of the man running on the snow-covered mountain path sank with each step, his pace quickening, reflecting his urgent feelings.

He could only be considered lucky.

His late arrival at the inn to prepare supplies for the mercenary group was a godsend.

If he had entered the inn with them, he would be lying side by side on the floor.

Running from a losing battle was common sense in their world.

Guided by common sense, the mercenary fled the scene, abandoning even his luggage, and made for their hideout.

Panting heavily, the mercenary arrived at a small clearing in the mountains near Spring Wood.

The Black Wolf Mercenary Group, camped in this secluded place, lamented their situation in the cold winter and huddled around the campfire, trying to warm their freezing bodies.

"Hey! Haksen, where's Haksen!"

"What? Weren't you going to get supplies? Where are the guys who went with you, and where are the goods?"

"That's not important! I need to tell Haksen!"

The comrade listening to his unreasonable behavior frowned.

"Damn it. This bastard is crazy..."

"'Ghost'! 'Ghost' killed all our guys!"

The mercenary, about to get angry, suddenly distorted his face.

To them, Ghost was a kind of unwritten rule.

Ghost wasn't a graveyard phantom, but a damn bastard who messed up their lives.

"The biggest tent. He's in there."

Hearing the mercenary's anger-distorted words, the fleeing mercenary hurriedly lifted the tent curtain.

"Ha, Haksen! Our guys were killed by 'Ghost'!"

Inside the dim tent, lit only by a lantern.

Daylight leaked in through the opened curtain,

As the curtain lifted, the condensed smell of cigarettes circulated in the tent.

The mercenary, accustomed to foul smells, wanted to cover his nose from the tobacco stench, which smelled like rotten flesh.

Haksen, head bowed on a simple bed under the dim lantern light, asked, cigarette still in his mouth, as he exhaled smoke.

"'Ghost'? Lakus, that guy?"

"Yes! I went to get supplies and they were all killed by him!"

"Huu. Was he alone?"

He asked, cigarette smoke curling around his words, and the mercenary recounted everything he'd seen, like an accusation.

but Haksen, quietly listening to the rambling mercenary, just spat out the butt and lit a new cigarette.

He inhaled the smoke, seemingly uninterested in the mercenary's story. The mercenary, having finished his long story, looked at Haksen, who didn't react, and hesitated.

Haksen, silent for a long time, gave his assessment of the mercenary's story.

"That's it?"

"Huh? Uh... that's it for now."

"Ha... you missed something, you bastard."

Haksen swept back his messy bangs, stood up, and cracked his neck roughly.

"You missed telling me about the compensation for 7 people dying to one bastard and two beasts, and you even abandoned the supplies."

"Th, that's..."

He tried to make an excuse,

but when he saw Haksen slowly walking towards the warhammer standing on the tent's support pillar, he freaked out and racked his brains for a way to placate him.

Head spinning, the mercenary, seeing Haksen finally grab the warhammer's handle, shouted in desperation.

"'Ghost', that guy! He had a strange demi-human with him! Her hands and feet changed like beasts, and if we sell her as a slave, we can make up for the loss!"

At the mercenary's words, Haksen stopped readjusting his warhammer.

Haksen turned his head to the mercenary and asked.

"Are you sure?"

"Yes! Especially since that woman killed two of our guys! We can make some money if we sell her to a circus or an arena!"

The mercenary spoke rapidly, as if his life depended on it, but Haksen didn't listen.

He just stared into space, stroking his chin, lost in thought.

"Not bad. No, it's better."

Haksen, who seemed to have finished his contemplation, smiled with satisfaction.

"We found what we were looking for. And we kill the guy we need to kill. We won't get another chance like this."

Haksen, who put the warhammer on his shoulder, patted the shoulder of the mercenary who brought the information.

"Bastard, you did a good job. Yeah, man. You have to tell the story well, you can't skip the middle."

Haksen, who passed the mercenary and came out of the tent, looked around at the mercenaries who were looking at him with a half-burnt cigarette in his mouth.

They already knew the whole story. There's no way they, who are opportunists, would miss this golden opportunity to kill the culprit who was chased out of this area.

The answer is already thrown. All they had to do was follow Haksen's orders.

Haksen was satisfied with the mercenaries who were burning with anger and resentment.

"Your eyes are alive. Good, good."

He threw more firewood into their already burning fighting spirit.

"You can look forward to it. This guy here brought some important information."

Haksen, who put his thick hand on the shoulder of the mercenary next to him, passed on the good information that the mercenary had brought to them.

"We found the target we were looking for."

At Haksen's declaration, the atmosphere of the mercenaries, which had been distorted with anger, became noisy, and one mercenary doubted his ears and asked Haksen.

"Really? For real?"

"Why would I lie?"

Haksen's words, which he assured, meant only one thing to them.

A golden opportunity has come for them, who were chased out of the west because of their sworn enemy, the Demi-human Mercenary Guild, to make a comeback.

Now, the clue to that opportunity, which they had been chasing from the north, was right in front of them, to end this tiring homeless life in the south.

"Get ready right away. The fast ones go down immediately and check the 'Ghost' and the target's movement. The rest of you get ready so you can move as soon as the advance team returns."

At Haksen's order, the mercenaries, who were burning with fighting spirit, began to move in a hurry.

There's no one who would hesitate in front of the hope of killing the guy who ruined their lives and returning to the time when they lived in luxury.
Chapter 19: No Time to Collect My Unsettled Heart
The rattling of the cart began to subside.

As we arrived at the village, I opened my cobweb-dry mouth to say...

“I'm going to get some fresh air!”

...Or I would have, anyway.

Hoe Suki, who had sat as far from me as possible with her back turned in the cramped cart, bolted out as soon as we arrived.

Before I could even try to stop her, she was already a distant speck, running like the wind.

As a Human, I couldn't even dream of matching the speed of a White Fang...

“I was a bit shocked, too, but...”

All Hoe Suki had said to me on the way was a single sentence: "I'm sorry."

Was she sorry for pushing me away, or was she sorry for what happened at Spring Wood?

Probably the latter.

It seemed she remembered what happened at the tavern.

Though likely not in her right mind, it seemed to have become a massive dark history in Hoe Suki's memory.

When I recall the memory of that time, I feel a bit strange, too. So the person involved must feel even worse.


‘Lakus. My prey.’

Is instinct stronger than reason? Hoe Suki's sultry, decadent voice, more vivid than my guilt, still lingered in my ear.

A frightening yet bewitching voice. It was an overly stimulating temptation for me.

“Oh, geez.”

I hastily shook my head to shake off devil in my mind.

It seems that the person who needs to clear their head is not just Hoe Suki.

It might be better to leave her alone until she calms down; seeing each other might only complicate things.

“What are you going to do? I’m thinking of going to the inn for a meal.”

Come to think of it, Sam said he hadn't even had lunch because of what happened today. I feel bad for causing him trouble.

“Let’s go together. I have something to return to the Village Chief, and something to tell him.”

Thanks to Sam reporting the wolf problem while I was detained, we were able to put out one urgent fire.

I needed to inform the Village Chief about that and return the borrowed donkey and cart.

And while I'm at it, I should probably fill my empty stomach, which has been starving since lunch.

“But is it okay not to follow her? She seemed quite shocked by today’s events.”

“I doubt I could catch up to her even if I chased her. She probably has a lot to think about on her own, so I’m just going to leave her be.”

“If that’s what you want to do.”

Even if she runs off like that, she'll probably come back when she's hungry.

No matter what anyone says, Hoe Suki is true to her instincts.

I couldn't bring myself to say this to Sam. I couldn't add another line to Hoe Suki's dark history.

Together with Sam, I visited the Village Chief's house, quickly finished our business, and hurried to the inn next door.

Entering the inn run by the Village Chief's wife, Madam Alem as I call her, a heartwarming warmth enveloped my body chilled by the night air.

Compared to Spring Wood, the inn, though as small as the village, was more than sufficient for villagers and occasional travelers, even offering meals.

“You're here, kid.”

“Yes, Madam. Is there any food available?”

“What else would you expect at an inn? The usual for both of you?”

“Please.”

Madam Alem looked around and then showed a puzzled expression.

“Where did the cutie go? There are only men here.”

“Ah. Suki had something to do, so she went in first. Could you prepare a separate meal for Suki later? I’ll bring it to her.”

“Tsk. I will. Tell me when you’re ready to take it. And tell the cutie to bring the dishes back herself.”

Is it just my imagination, or did Madam Alem seem a little lonely as she immediately started cooking after receiving the usual order?

She must be quite disappointed not to see Suki.

It's understandable that Madam Alem liked Suki.

After retiring as an adventurer and settling down here with the Village Chief, this inn was founded out of her hobby of cooking.

The compatibility between Suki, with her good appetite, and Madam Alem, with her cooking hobby, is a pleasant sight that makes even onlookers happy.

The Village Chief said she seemed to take care of her even more because Suki reminded her of her own daughter, an adventurer in the kingdom.

I sat down in a suitable spot and waited for Madam Alem's cooking.

The tavern in Spring Wood was impressive, but the cozy atmosphere of Madam Alem's modest inn was nice, seeming to calm people down.

Of course, if I told Madam Alem that this inn was modest, I'd be beaten to death.

As I was enjoying the cozy atmosphere, the inn, for some reason, was more boisterous than usual.

There were occasional villagers having a drink or two, but the sound of dishes moving diligently was unfamiliar even to me, a frequent visitor of the inn.

Curious, I looked around the inn and saw a group of people having a combat meal at two tables in the corner.

But somehow, those faces looked familiar.

What persistent connections.

I looked at the faces of the group, specifically the children and a young man, and made eye contact with the young man watching the children's combat meal.

Why are they here?

I blinked in bewilderment, and the young man spoke first.

“To meet you here. Did your journey end well?”

It was a sophisticated tone, as if he had met an old friend.

It was much more natural than the way the bandits talked when we met on the path, as if they were clumsily imitating sophistication.

“What are you doing here?”

“Don’t be so wary. We simply came here while traveling to find a meal.”

Here? When Spring Wood was much closer?

My bewilderment began to be colored by suspicion.

These were the people who had tried, however clumsily, to act as highway robbers.

I let it go because their first impression seemed precarious, but could they have some shady story?

It's plausible they came here because they couldn't enter a large guarded village.

“You seem to have a lot to say, but please drop your suspicions. Our connection may not have started well, but at least we are not the heinous people you think we are.”

“Do you know that most of those who say that have returned to the bosom of nature by my hands? And you, I asked you about this place, didn't I? Isn't it too brazen to say it's a coincidence?”

There are many people in the world who are good with words.

Most of them were people trying to stab you in the back. What makes this guy any different?

The young man showed a troubled expression at my words, as if in a difficult situation.

Yeah, there must be a story.

Doing highway robbery with the kind of speech that nobles would use, with children who haven't even lost their baby fuzz yet.

But that's their business, and I had to find out what this group was up to, loitering around here.

I refuse to let the place I'm going to live in become full of problems.

I steeled my heart and was about to get up from my chair to question them.

“Calm down, Young man.”

That is, until Madam Alem pressed down on my shoulder.

“Madam.”

“Not in front of the kids. If you push them like that, nothing will come out.”

Only then did the children’s figures slowly enter my sight.

They had stopped eating and were looking back and forth between me and the young man with frightened eyes, trying to read the mood.

I had to look away, unable to meet the children's eyes, which evoked guilt.

Haa. Today's luck is really bad.

Suppressing the stinging feeling in my heart at the sight of the children, I let out a sigh to express my frustration.

“You. Come outside and let’s talk for a moment.”

At my request, the young man glanced at the children, smiled as if to reassure them, and stood up from his seat.

“Sure. Lead the way.”


◈

“I… really want to die…”

Overcome with embarrassment as she reached the village, Hoe Suki fled to a small, secluded mountain. There, she tried to subdue the blush creeping up to her hairline.

Just the memory of Lakus's face filled her head with a dizzying steam, prompting her headlong flight.  But the warm, sweet feelings bubbling up from deep within her chest erupted uncontrollably, causing her to lash out at her surroundings.

Essentially, she was kicking the covers – only instead of a blanket, it was an ancient tree.

The silent tree bore the brunt of Hoe Suki's emotionally charged kicks, offering no solace.

Finally, her relentless kicking exhausted her.  She slumped, panting, against the tree.  The old saying about exercise clearing the mind proved false; the memory of the tavern, seared into her thoughts, remained vivid even as she stared at the half-destroyed tree.

"Haa… What am I going to do?"

The memory, etched onto her instincts rather than her reason, continued to torment her.

His lingering scent was intoxicatingly sweet, making her, inexperienced with men, feel almost indecent.

His embrace had been so strong, it made her question her own size.

Feeling overwhelmed by her instincts, Hoe Suki leaned against the battered tree, drew her knees to her chest, and buried her burning face in them.

If her feelings for Lakus were purely innocent, she wouldn't be so troubled.

But in a world where perception shaped reality, Hoe Suki struggled to accept the desires that consumed her.

"Was I… always this...Vulgar?"

The first source of her turmoil was the heady feminine scent she'd detected from Lakus earlier.

The second was her own mortifying displays of affection at the tavern – acts so embarrassing she couldn't bear to speak them, let alone relive them in her mind.

"This is no different from stealing another woman's man."

Her intention to repay kindness with kindness was now threatened by the lingering scent that filled her lungs and the thrilling sensations left where his strong arms had touched her side, back, and shoulders.

She had promised herself over and over again not to become a nuisance to Lakus, who had shown her goodwill, but the past self, who had pressed herself against him like a beast in heat, merely from his scent and embrace, and who had let out faint moans in his arms, was pathetic to Hoe Suki.

Hoe Suki just wanted to run away, but guilt over not having repaid his kindness or apologized for her actions kept her from leaving.

The problem was that she didn't have the confidence to face him directly to apologize.

At that time, as she sighed deeply in frustration, the ground seemed to sink.

[I finally found you.]

At the sound of the voice, Hoe Suki, with a sullen complexion, could see Steely standing in front of her.

Suki, hastily turning her head, fearing her emotions would be discovered, said unnecessarily bluntly.

“Why did you follow me?”

[Because I was worried, of course. No matter how much of a master he is, he couldn't catch up to your speed.]

At the mention of Lakus, Hoe Suki flinched.

“Lakus, how is he?”

[He seems very worried. He stared blankly at the place where you disappeared for a long time.]

“I see…, I see.”

Hoe Suki's hands hugged her knees tighter.

She knew she shouldn't just avoid him, but she didn't have the confidence to face Lakus proudly.

The vague fear that she might attack him again as she had at the tavern made her hesitate.

Quietly observing Hoe Suki, who was fidgeting and unable to do anything, Steely stepped closer to her.

[I may not be able to give you a great answer like my master, but please tell me your worries if you'd like. I'll help you.]

Hoe Suki slightly raised her head at Steely's comfort.

Hesitation flickered across her face before her lips parted carefully.

“If… I think Lakus’s… um… smell is good. I want to ask what I should do.”

Believing Steely was her only confidant, Hoe Suki barely managed to voice her concerns. Steely sat down on the spot and lowered his head as if pondering.

[Hmm. My master is a good person, so wouldn't it be okay to simply tell him how you feel? My master's touch and scent make even an old dog like me happy. Is it like that for you too?]

“That…, that’s…!”

Despite being a thoughtful response, she was ultimately speechless at the words of Steely, an ordinary dog.

It was the best answer Steely could give, considering his lack of understanding of complex human relationships, yet it offered no real progress.

However, Steely's words weren't entirely wrong for Hoe Suki, so she couldn't even refute him and could only move her lips and lower her head again.

Without a clear answer, a gust of wind rippled over Hoe Suki's head, which was growing warmer.

The wind also had no mouth, so it couldn't comfort her, but it allowed Hoe Suki to turn her eyes away from her current worries for a moment.

Although it was not a good direction for her.

Hoe Suki and Steely raised their heads simultaneously, and they both stared in one direction, as if agreeing on something unspoken.

[This scent is quite familiar.]

“It’s those guys.”

Mingled with the scent of the green forest grass was a faint but distinct unpleasant odor.

It was a smell that both Hoe Suki and Steely knew well.

[It smells similar to those who attacked my master.]

“We need to check.”

Hoe Suki jumped up and ran towards the unpleasant smell, guided by the moonlight in the darkening mountain.

Quickly reaching the source of the smell, Hoe Suki and Steely saw a group of humans marching towards the village on the path below the ridge.

Moonlight filtering through the night sky made it difficult to count them, but it appeared to be a group of about 5 people.

Squinting at the group approaching the village, Hoe Suki made a sound of doubt upon recognizing their attire.

Leather armor with a black base.

From her clear memory, she recognized the group that would wear such armor in the village.

“It’s the Black Wolf Mercenary Company.”

[The ones who attacked my master.]

“We need to tell Lakus.”

Hoe Suki left the cliff to inform Lakus of her discovery and quickly headed towards the village along the ridge.
Chapter 20: Para Bellum
I made my way out of the inn and found a spot a bit removed from the entrance.

In this secluded location, I could finally hear the rest of young Kelvin's story, the one he'd left unfinished back at the inn.

I'd pretty much figured out his background already. It was a strain to pretend otherwise when he was so obvious about it.

When I called him on it,

"D-did I really give it away?"

"It was less conspicuous than your awkward attempt at being a bandit."

"W-what makes you say 'awkward'?"

He actually seemed to believe he'd been convincing.

Having been born and raised a noble, and given a noble's education, the habits acquired over a lifetime weren't going to just fade away.

Just as I thought, Kelvin was a noble, although the third son of a baron, a long way from inheriting anything.

For a noble's offspring with no inheritance, there were only two options: either leave to build their own life, or be used for a marriage alliance.

Kelvin was aiming for the first, though his situation was a little out of the ordinary.

He recounted, as he'd mentioned when we first met, that a war over territory between his family and another baron's had brought his family down.

His life must be rather exhausting, as well.

I was starting to have serious concerns that I might be attracting bad luck to everyone around me.

Everyone I encountered seemed to have a tragic past.

His family had been utterly crushed, as if to cut off any future prospects.

Kelvin related how he'd barely managed to escape the territory with his servants' families to avoid being taken hostage, and was now a fugitive.

I'll admit, if his story is to be believed, he might not be the perfect example of noble obligation, but he's a decent enough fellow.

Trying to save his servants' children when his own escape was already difficult? I can respect that.

Even if it was irritating that he had the children pretend to be highwaymen.

But it was for the children's sake. Compared to actual bandits who'd prioritize stabbing you, he was practically an angel, so I'd let it go.

"What's the next step? Are you planning to seek asylum in another region?"

"I'm not able to go that far. I intend to rest here, then cross over to the United Kingdom. I've heard that the adventurer's life is suitable for someone in my circumstances."

"It's not a great distance, but it won't be easy going with the children."

"They're the children of the retainers who sacrificed themselves for me, so I have to take care of them no matter what. That is my responsibility."

Clap, clap, clap.

I silently applauded Kelvin, deeply impressed.

If his words were false, those children wouldn't be here.

What if all the world's nobles were like him? The world would likely be a brighter, more hopeful place.

I refrained from asking the insensitive question of his family lineage.

Kelvin clearly had circumstances that were difficult to discuss.

He'd already shared many secrets, and since he hadn't revealed this himself, I wouldn't intrude on his attempt to leave behind a ruined family name and forge a new life.

"Shall we go inside? I'm starting to miss the inn's warmth."

"Let's. I'm tired of this shit."

"...You're surprisingly calm, knowing I'm a noble."

"What noble would pretend to be a bandit? Have you ever heard of such a thing?"

Kelvin blinked at my pointed question, then chuckled.

"No, that's absurd. Though I'd be interested to see it."
"Right? Then let's get back to our meal. Put your arm around me; it'll reassure the children."
"Were they really that frightened on the way here?"

We were just about to enter the inn, chatting casually, when suddenly:

"Lakus!"

A clear voice called out, and I turned to see Hoe Suki and Steely racing toward me.

Their urgency was clear, and my expression immediately hardened, sensing something was wrong.

I managed to calm Hoe Suki, who arrived breathlessly, chest heaving, yet still trying to speak.

After struggling to catch her breath, Hoe Suki finally delivered the news; I could tell she'd wanted to blurt it out immediately.

"They're coming! The Black Wolf Mercenary Group is on their way!"


◈

I rushed to the Village Chief and relayed the news about the Black Wolf Mercenary Group.

I recounted everything, from their motive for coming to their reputation as mercenaries.  It was clear the villagers would be in danger if I remained silent. The thought of harming innocent people unrelated to the situation was unbearable.

"Oh dear... what should we do..."

The Village Chief's face grew as dark as the night sky as he listened.

"It's my fault.  It seems their comrades noticed me when I got into that fight in Spring Wood."

Given that they were pursuing me in less than half a day – not even a few days after that lunch – it was likely other members were present at the tavern besides the ones I fought. A grave error.

Since I was responsible, I needed to find a solution before the villagers suffered any harm.

"Village Chief, is there somewhere safe the villagers can hide?"

"There's a cave behind the mountain we use for storage, but... are you planning on fighting those mercenaries?"

"I caused this, so I have to deal with it.  As a precaution, please take the villagers and hide there."

If Hoe Suki's information was accurate, they were definitely a scout unit, separated from the main body. Assuming the eight I encountered in Spring Wood weren't the main force, the main force would be even larger.  I didn't know their numbers, but there was still a chance to turn things around.

If I'd waited until morning, oblivious, I would've been slaughtered without a chance to react. The thought alone sent chills down my spine and made my hair stand on end.

I'd said all I needed to.  There was no time to lose. I had to intercept those scouts before they located us and rejoined their main force.


◈

Although the Empire boasted a high level of culture on the continent, it was impossible to completely control and manage its vast territory.

Especially since rapid information transmission and cultural diffusion were not in place, the level of civilization naturally decreased further from the capital.

The periphery, where the influence of the Empire weakened, had low security, and it was the perfect place for various crimes to flourish.

Therefore, people never went outside after dusk, and if it was really unavoidable, it was common to hire guards to move.

In other words,

"The trail leads to that village."

"It's a complete backwater. What the hell is 'Ghost' doing there? Did he take on some kind of request?"

"I don't know. I don't care as long as I kill that bastard."

It also meant that no one would know even if you whispered a conspiracy in the darkness.

Five mercenaries, the advance party selected to observe Lakus' movements, discussed their opinions while looking down at the small village from the hill.

Immediately after Lakus left, they recognized Hoe Suki and Steely, and followed the wheel tracks on the wet path in the snow, maintaining a safe distance, to reach this location.

"He'll be asleep soon. I'm going to Haksen. By the time I get back, he'll be sound asleep."

"He'll be sleeping forever, though."

The mercenaries chuckled among themselves as if they had already won.

They were the ones who had been dreaming of revenge. Furthermore, they could also get the target of the request, helping them achieve their past glory.

"Let's go."

Goal achieved. Having secured information about Lakus, they could now complete their perfect revenge drama by returning to the main force.

Rustle.

The mercenaries' legs froze as they were about to leave, hearing the rustling bushes.

They watched the source of the suspicious sound and slowly drew their weapons.

They slowly surrounded the source of the sound, piercing through the eerie darkness with their weapons, and exchanged signals.

One mercenary at the front with a spear raised it high, ready to strike with full force.

Thud!

"Ugh!"

Just as the spear was about to hit the bushes, a bolt flew from the bushes and lodged under the mercenary's chin.

An ambush in such a remote place?

An attack at point-blank range, as if they were expected?

The mercenary, reminded of past humiliation, shouted with conviction who shot the bolt that pierced his comrade's chin.

"It's him!"

Despite the brief shock of the ambush, as seasoned veterans, they made the best judgment.

"Scatter! Run to the assembly point!"

Their location was already exposed.

Forming a formation was pointless when they couldn't see the opponent. They would only become easier targets.

The mercenaries knew they would be outmaneuvered by Lakus even if they searched the bushes where the bolt was fired.

Knowing why Lakus was called 'Ghost', they focused on surviving and delivering the information to the main force.

On the orders of one mercenary, the mercenaries ran in different directions.

Having horses at the assembly point, they were confident they could escape if they left his territory, the 'forest', where 'Ghost' was dominant.

If they survived, the mission was as good as accomplished.

'Just survive! Just survive!'

With survival as their sole purpose, the mercenaries ran, each focused on their own escape.

The faint moonlight piercing the dense forest was the only guide that illuminated the mercenaries' path.

The mercenaries pushed through the bushes that grabbed and clung to their bodies.

"Mo-move! Argh!"

A death rattle echoed through the forest,

But the mercenaries ran without looking back.

"Yo-you monster... Cough!"

Even as the sound of flesh tearing filled the forest,

The mercenaries covered their ears and ran.

"You son of a bitch...! Damn it! Fight! Fight me!"

A voice filled with anger and fear cried out, but when silence soon fell, without even a scream,

The mercenary just looked ahead and ran.

Even as fear gradually overcame him, forgetting the purpose of the death rattles,

He thought he was lucky.

'Ghost's' companions are one target and one golden war hound.

Three death rattles came from his torn comrades.

According to his calculations, if they hunted him one by one, it would take time for them to catch up.

The slightest hope of survival began to spur the mercenary's legs,

Seeing horses grazing leisurely in the distance, the mercenary forgot to catch his breath and ran towards them at full speed.

'I did it! I did it!'

The moonlight, his guide, fell on the face of the mercenary as he approached within spitting distance.

In the bright moonlight, the mercenary celebrated himself as the winner, as if proclaiming his victory.

"Ugh!"

Until the shock to his face knocked him down.

His vision blurred into afterimages, overlapping in solid lines.

My ears are ringing, as if cotton is stuffed in them.

Blood vessels burst, and his gaze gradually turned red. From the darkness under the tree's shade, two red dots, redder than his blood-stained vision, slowly appeared.

The red dots rustle and approach the mercenary.

Heavy breathing reached the dazed mercenary's ears.

Finally, it slowly revealed itself from under the shade.

"'Ghost'...!"

How did he catch up?

Do they have a force that they didn't know about?

Was the information wrong in the first place?

All sorts of questions arose.

The red glint in the eyes from the visor looked down indifferently at the incapacitated mercenary.

"Get some sleep for now."

The voice from the visor gave the verdict, and the butt of the raised crossbow slammed into the mercenary's face again.


◈

"Damn it. He's so fast."

I took off the visor, which was hot.

Whew. I can finally breathe.

It's made in the Duchy. Besides being hot, its performance is certain.

Thanks to the night vision on the visor, I was able to identify his route and get ahead of him. There's nothing better than this for guerrilla warfare at night.

Except for the maintenance cost and the heat.

How do Duchy soldiers continue using this? Theirs must be the latest version, so maybe they have a cooler installed?

I hung the removed visor on my waist and slung the disarmed guy over my shoulder.

Oh man, he's heavy.

I discarded all his equipment to reduce weight, but he was still heavy, so I considered dragging him.

But that would also be difficult, so let's go before I lose my strength.

When I finally arrived at the agreed meeting place, those who had finished their work first were waiting.

"You've worked hard. My side has been taken care of as well."

Kelvin, who was wiping the blood and grease from his sword with a black cloth, saw me and waved.

It looks like he used the guy's clothes to wipe it.

I carelessly dumped the unconscious guy. I thought I was going to die from the weight.

"You're not completely a sissy..."

"I had to learn swordsmanship because of the difficult circumstances. If I can't even deal with these loafers, I can't even make a name for myself."

At my words, Kelvin shrugged and sheathed his sword. His form was neat, and it wasn't the skill of someone who had drawn a sword just once or twice.

"But are you really okay? You might be getting involved in something unnecessary."

"It's also a Golden Opportunity to repay the debt. Didn't I tell you? I'll definitely repay the debt."

I haven't seen all of his skills yet, but he seems to be as good as he says he is, so I think I can trust him.

It's a bit unexpected, but I think I've gained a pretty reliable support. We're still at a disadvantage, though.

Kelvin seems fine. If there's something I'm worried about...

I carefully looked at Hoe Suki.

I was worried that the incident at the tavern might happen again,

"Huff..."

She approached and buried her nose in my side without me even noticing, but I don't feel the ominous Energy like before.

It's probably okay...right?

At this point, it seems like she's doing this almost unconsciously.

Maybe my scent acts as a stabilizer?

I lifted my arm slightly and smelled it, but, um. I'm not sure.

"You two seem to be very close. Are you lovers?"

"Well, it's easier to think of us as Family."

"You're being very vague."

"Just know that we have a deep story, too."

I'm not digging into your business, so you should keep quiet, too.

"Well, if you say so. So, are you planning to interrogate him?"

"That depends on whether this guy cooperates well or not."

Now, how should I torture this guy to make him spit out information?
Chapter 21: Humanity Abandoned in the Blazing Flames
Luckily, I scanned the area for rope, and I found something that would work just as well.

With that secured, I scavenged some useful items from the mercenaries' bodies and returned to find the unconscious guy now awake.

After collecting anything dangerous, I had Hoe Suki, her cheeks slightly flushed from my scent refill (?), and Kelvin, with his longsword drawn, stand guard on either side, blocking any escape.

Even if he somehow broke through the encircling net and fled, Steely or Hoe Suki would quickly overtake him.

I bound the guy, who was openly displaying his resentment, securely with the rope and then knelt before him.

"Sleep well?"

"Fuck off."

What a mouth on him.

Just seeing my face must terrify him. His supposedly perfect plan had gone up in flames.

"Mind your language. To quote your deceased friend, don't you grasp the situation yet?"

At my words, the guy's eyes darted around.

Kelvin stood with his longsword ready. Hoe Suki glared, looking ready to tear him limb from limb at a moment's notice. And cute Steely.

They were fully prepared to intervene if anything went awry.

"I don't need anything else, just the information I need. Your numbers, who the leader is that you're following, and so on. Everything about your main force."

To my direct request,

"Fuck off."

He responded in the same manner.

I didn't have time for a verbal sparring match.

If the scout didn't return, they'd realize something was amiss and begin their own pursuit.

A knife in the back is what truly hurts.

To overcome our numerical disadvantage, a surprise attack was crucial, and without knowing their numbers, formulating the best plan would be challenging.

Since we have Steely, locating the main force by backtracking their path is simple, but I was missing crucial information about them.

Torture might make him talk, but time was too short for that. The real question was how to overcome these challenges with such unreliable information...

"It's not like there's no way..."

"Do you have a brilliant idea?"

"Ah, I'm talking to myself. Talking to myself."

I guess my thoughts leaked out.

The longer this guy stays silent, the less chance he has of recovering. I might have to ditch the Conventional Method and go with a less-than-ideal alternative.

Luckily, I had what I needed to use 'that method,' so it was worth trying.

I can't afford to be choosy right now.

These guys are trying to kill me; leniency is pointless.

It was unsettling, dredging up old Memories, but I couldn't afford carelessness anymore.

Once my mind was made up, the hesitation vanished.

"I have no choice."

Ignoring the guy still glaring at me, I got up and called for Hoe Suki and Kelvin.

I quickly explained my Plan to them.

Kelvin's face went pale after hearing the brief, blunt summary.

"Are you serious?"

"Yes."

Kelvin looked at me skeptically after my immediate answer.

His reaction was understandable.

What I was about to do was enough to warrant that kind of look.

"So, I'm asking. Do we split up? Or do we stick together?"

Forcing them into something uncomfortable would just be a hindrance and might even cause lasting trauma.

Still, if we were to do this together, they needed to understand the potential consequences.

"I don't care. I'm with you, Lakus."

Hoe Suki, declaring her intention to join, stepped closer.

Was it her own decision, or was she just following my lead?

"If this is about repaying the favor.."

"I know,"

Hoe Suki interrupted.

"I know I'm lacking. At the tavern, and... just now..."

Hoe Suki's cheeks were flushed, but the trembling of her hands, clutching her skirt, seemed to be more than just shame.

"But my Power will definitely help you. Please... I want to be your strength."

Her emerald eyes shimmered slightly.

My heart ached at her plea.

Maybe, in my desire to protect her, I was actually trying to keep Hoe Suki sheltered.

Was I denying Hoe Suki a chance to grow because I wanted to shield her from the humiliation I'd faced?

Maybe I was holding on too tightly, feeling responsible for everything that happened to her.

It was a complicated feeling, but respecting her choice felt like the best thing to do.

"Thank you. Then, may I ask for your help?"

Her tightly closed lips parted at my words, and Hoe Suki's trembling eyes filled with resolve.

"Good! I will definitely be helpful!"

I couldn't help but chuckle at her confident reply.

"What are you planning to do?"

Kelvin, who had been watching the exchange between Hoe Suki and me with a conflicted expression, fell into thought at my question.

"I'll join as well. Your method is a bit extreme, but it's probably the best option we have right now."

He voiced his agreement, seemingly concluding that there was no other choice, despite his discomfort.

Good, then it's time to act.

First...

"You, come here too. We're short on time because of you."
"A-are you insane?! Are you really going to... Hey! Hey... Mmph!"

Since I no longer needed him to speak, I gagged him with the cloth Kelvin had used to wipe his sword and discarded it.

I never thought I'd do this again.

It seems I must temporarily abandon my humanity.


◈

Kelvin sighed, a mix of emotions swirling within him, as he watched Lakus silence the mercenary by stuffing something in his mouth.

'He's like two different people in one body,' Kelvin thought.

Lakus's actions felt as though two distinct souls inhabited the same form. One seemed like a regular person, while the other was utterly deranged.

Lakus's plan was likely born from some demonic inspiration.  If it wasn't the devil's own trick, Kelvin couldn't fathom the depths of depravity Lakus must have reached to devise it.

'His plan is undoubtedly a lethal blow to them.'

It preyed upon human psychology, so if Lakus was correct, this single attack would inflict devastating damage, potentially turning the tide of the entire battle.

And Lakus, the architect of this attack...

It wasn't about profit; it was about a complete disregard for humanity and morality, even if such things were arguably unnecessary in a life-or-death struggle.

Kelvin shivered, realizing the true nature of the person he'd tried to rob.  The thought of what might have happened had he not shown goodwill was terrifying.

'It's odd. He devises these dangerous plans, yet he seeks my consent to join him.'

This duality reinforced Kelvin's belief in Lakus's split personality.

Honestly, Lakus could have simply used him without explanation.  If things went wrong, Kelvin would have no chance to escape.

But Lakus had explained his plan and asked for consent.  It felt considerate, a tacit offer of freedom if Kelvin chose to leave.

Because of this, Kelvin didn't dismiss Lakus as completely insane.

'Perhaps he's incredibly kind to those he considers his own?'

Kelvin, having picked up some social cues and understanding of relationships during his time at the inn and elsewhere, tried to decipher Lakus's thinking.

'He could be a valuable ally if you can just get close enough.'

As an enemy, he'd be terrifying, but as an ally, he'd be incredibly reliable.

'If we can help each other, it's far better to be allies than enemies.'


◈

It had been a long time since the Scout Unit departed.

With no sign of their return, the Black Wolf Mercenary Group huddled together, fighting off the cold with blankets scavenged from their packed luggage.

"Think they got caught? What's taking them so long?"

"They're some of our best, veterans.  Some are ex-Rangers. Let's give them a little more time."

They waited, teeth gritted in anticipation of revenge; any other reason would have sparked immediate complaints.

Endlessly waiting, the Black Wolf Mercenaries scanned the path with narrowed eyes, searching for any sign of the Scouts. Finally, they spotted them.

"They're back.  I thought I'd freeze to death before we even set out."

"Huh? Something's not right."

The mercenary's keen eyes scrutinized the Scouts' condition.

Five Scouts had left, but only one returned, and four of the horses, captured to pull the cart, were missing.

"Damn fools.  They must have been caught and barely got away."

There was only one explanation for the Scouts' sorry state.

They'd been discovered during reconnaissance and had to fight for their lives.

The veterans had not only been caught, but they'd also lost valuable horses – and to the very people they despised.

As the Black Wolf Mercenary Group's indignation swelled, the Scout Unit drew closer to the campsite.

The horse, raising a cloud of dust, entered the camp, and the mercenaries' rising anger instantly evaporated, replaced by stunned disbelief.

"Mmph! Mmph!"

No one could fail to be shocked by the Scout's appearance: limbs bound, body lashed to the horse with rope, and riddled with bolts.

The Black Wolf Mercenaries, caught completely off guard by this counter-provocation, were filled with humiliation.

"What the... Let's get him down.  We need to hear what happened."

At a glance, the mercenaries moved to untie the Scout, assuming he had been captured and released by Lakus.

Captured and released, yes, but he might still possess valuable intelligence.

"Mmph! Mmph!"

"Shut it. You trying to make excuses even like that?"

The Scout glared and struggled, but the mercenaries ignored him and began cutting the ropes.

"Damn.  There are so many.  Hey! Someone give me a hand with these!"

The Scout's face, drenched in cold sweat as if each cut rope was his lifeline being severed, was ignored as the mercenaries crowded around, busily cutting him free.

"What? What's going on?"

"The idiot got caught by that guy and ended up like that."

"Tsk. He boasted that he was a former Ranger. He really made a fool of himself."

Other mercenaries also put down the luggage they were organizing and gathered around the Scout, mocking him as if they were watching a rare sight.

"This is ridiculous. Damn it."

As they were cutting the ropes in a trance,

Chiiik.

A torn piece of paper came out with the rope that was pulled.

Rolled up under the pitch-black night sky and tied to the rope, it was hidden meticulously, for example, under the saddle.

"What's this..."

His expression of wonder at the torn paper was instantly engulfed in a huge light.

A flash, as if tearing apart eyes, spread out from a single point,

BANG!!!!!!!

The flash rapidly became the epicenter and turned into a huge explosion.

The explosion, shaking the heavens and the earth, tore everything swallowed by the flash into the air, covering all it touched with ash and a moment of futility.

The mercenaries clinging to the scout at the epicenter disappeared without pain or trace,

"My Eyes...! Argh!"

"Aaaah!"

"Cough... H-help..."

Engulfed in the explosion, their supplies were shattered and scattered, becoming sharp daggers that stabbed mercilessly into the mercenaries' bodies.

"......!"

Flying sparks from the explosion caught on the shattered supplies and tents and burned. Those who emerged from the burning tents had their voices consumed by the flames, screaming only emptiness and becoming a handful of ash.

In the pandemonium where only chaos and fire remained, a miserable end was marked, and the only ones to escape that fate were the sentries who heard the explosion and came running from outside the campsite.

"What! What the hell happened!?"

Their questions demanded answers, filled with astonishment, but the witnesses to the incident were crawling on the ground and groaning in pain, so there was no one to answer their questions.

Except for one person.

The cold wind of late winter blew softly. Beyond the burning embers swallowed by the fire, a red glint in the eyes, redder than the embers, shone in the darkness.

The red glint in the eyes piercing through the darkness slowly approached them, revealing its appearance.

A Crossbow in his hand.

A brown Coat.

Heavy breathing.

A being who takes lives in ways they wouldn't even dare to try, who comes out of the darkness and tramples those hostile to him as if playing with them, and who disappears leisurely once all these incidents are over.

The mere existence of that being was enough for the mercenaries to realize at once the cause of this situation.

Anger. Astonishment. Fear.

The 'Ghost', looking around at the mixed impure emotions, opened his mouth.

"You started this."

The heavy voice, drier than the winter weather, gave them the answer they so desperately wanted.
Chapter 22: In the Midst of Chaos
Flames engulfed the campsite. Lakus, standing calmly, surveyed the devastation left by the explosion.

"More survived than I anticipated."

The explosion scroll, purchased from the Falkia United Kingdom, was originally designed for mining—blasting through bedrock. Lakus, however, had weaponized it, setting a one-second delay.

He favored these scrolls for booby traps; their simplicity made them inexpensive. He'd hidden them from the scout unit, rigging them with rope to ensure they'd tear upon activation. The absurdly effective result was now playing out before him.

At least twenty members of the Black Wolf Mercenary Group were down, either killed instantly by the blast or incinerated by the ensuing fire. Still, Lakus was outnumbered.

Assessing the mercenaries' condition, he fixed a bayonet to his crossbow and adopted a fencing stance.

"You bastard dared!"

Fueled by the humiliation of his blatant underestimation, the mercenaries, faces contorted in rage, charged with weapons raised.

A little closer. A little closer.

Now.

"Hoe Suki!"

At his shout, Hoe Suki, now a werewolf, vaulted over the flames, fangs and claws bared. A single swipe of her claws tore into the shoulder of a mercenary at the rear, ripping it clean off. The severed limb flew through the air, landing with a thud.

"Aaaaargh!"

The mercenary clutched his mangled shoulder, but the blood wouldn't stop, splattering the white earth and steaming.

"Damn it!"

The horrifying scream and the sickening sound of tearing flesh diverted the charging mercenaries' attention.

"Looking away, are we?"

The bayonet's point pierced the chest of the foremost mercenary, emerging from his back. His lungs shredded, he couldn't even scream; the blood gurgling up from his throat sprayed across Lakus's visor.

'Next.'

Lakus's eyes, glinting, locked onto the next target. He yanked the bayonet from the twisted corpse and charged the mercenary following closely behind.

Clang!

"Tch!"

The mercenary, clearly well-fed, blocked Lakus's opportunistic attack. His longsword slid down the bayonet, locking onto the crossbow in a brief struggle of steel, just as another mercenary swung his axe to assist.

"Don't interfere!"

With a short leap, Hoe Suki closed the distance, biting down on the axe-wielding mercenary's shoulder and shaking him violently. The axe, lost in the earth-shattering movements, clattered uselessly to the ground. Hoe Suki tossed the bitten mercenary like a ragdoll onto the burning supplies.

"You fucking bastards!"

Under pressure from both sides, the mercenary facing Lakus cursed and desperately tried to create space, but it was a fatal error. As the distance grew, Lakus instantly adjusted his crossbow and fired.

Thud!

The bolt struck the retreating mercenary squarely between the eyes. In moments, four men were dead.

"Two left."

The red glint in his blood-spattered visor sought out the remaining mercenaries. One spear, one shortsword.

"Get, get away!"

Their comrades' deaths served as a terrifying vision, fueling the remaining mercenaries' fear. One, consumed by terror, wildly swung his spear in a futile attempt to resist.

"Huh?"

Hoe Suki snatched the spear shaft and snapped it effortlessly. The mercenary, staring blankly at the discarded spear shaft, slowly crumpled to the ground as Hoe Suki's claws ripped upwards.

Faced with the relentless onslaught – the initial bomb terror, Lakus's feints, and Hoe Suki's ambush – the last of the Black Wolf Mercenary Group crumbled easily.

"Gack!"

The final breath was extinguished by Lakus's bayonet. The battle, decisively ended by Lakus and Hoe Suki's coordinated attack, was over.

Though the suppression was swift, Lakus felt no remorse. Without the explosion scrolls, dealing with them would have been far more complicated and drawn-out. For Lakus, fighting was an inconvenience to be avoided, not a pleasure to be savored.

"Is everyone alright?"

Kelvin and Steely, following Lakus's orders to patrol the outer perimeter, returned to the burning campsite.

"Did you see any remaining or fleeing troops on the outskirts?"

"There was nowhere for them to hide where I patrolled, and I saw no one fleeing. I believe this is all of them."

Lakus, determined not to repeat the same mistake twice in one day, had carefully surveyed the terrain and positioned Kelvin and Steely along the likely escape routes.

Hearing Kelvin's report, Lakus glanced at Hoe Suki.

She could confirm with Steely, and after a telepathic exchange, Hoe Suki nodded in agreement.

Steely's keen sense of smell hadn't picked up any signs of escapees either.

'Phew... it's finally over.'

He'd been on edge during this large-scale battle, his first since leaving the guild, but now relief washed over him.

With the tension gone, Lakus looked around, the flickering flames from the explosion illuminating the scene.

The campsite was a horrific landscape of corpses and flesh, the air thick with the acrid smell of burning and blood.

The sight, echoing past traumas, triggered a headache, and Lakus's brow furrowed.

He wanted to leave immediately.

"The situation seems to be under control; let's head back. Staying here longer will only invite trouble."

"Agreed. The campsite is surprisingly close to the territory, and we could get caught up in something complicated."

The massive flames and explosions in the dead of night were bound to draw unwanted attention.

'I can't see her expression, so I don't know if she's okay.'

It was best to leave quickly, especially since Hoe Suki, in her werewolf form, might suddenly embrace him to replenish her scent.

They turned to leave the campsite, leaving the spoils behind.

'Hmm?'

Suddenly, Lakus's vision blurred. He rubbed his visor, finding his glove smeared with blood.

'Ah. Blood splattered on it. That explains the blurriness.'

Everyone except Hoe Suki, with her superior night vision, had difficulty seeing in the dark, so Lakus wiped his visor clean.

'Much better.'

With his vision restored, he picked up his pace.

The stench of burning corpses, the dizzying scent of blood, the throbbing headache – he was done with it all. Now that the job was finished, he was eager to leave.

Whoosh!

A sudden rush of air filled his ears.

A menacing chunk of metal ripped through an intact tent and hurtled towards Lakus as he hurried away.

"Shit!"

He knew instantly he couldn't dodge. He frantically raised his crossbow in defense, but...

Thud!!!

The crude projectile shattered the crossbow and slammed into Lakus, the metal tearing through his chest, breaking ribs and puncturing organs. Lakus couldn't even scream as he was flung backward, crashing into the cold ground and scattered debris.

"Lakus!"

Eyes widened in shock at the sudden turn of events.

The atmosphere shifted instantly to one of confusion. As if on cue, Haksen emerged from the ripped tent, a warhammer in hand, and swaggered towards them.

Bathed in blood, Haksen stood before them, gripping the warhammer's handle at its center.

"Where do you think you're going? Especially you. The others are irrelevant, but the White Fang? Absolutely not."
"You were hiding all this time...!"

With a smirk, Haksen advanced. Kelvin adjusted his grip on his longsword.

'How did he slip past them... could it be the burning smell?'

Kelvin tried to assess the situation, sighing softly at the acrid scent of burning and the stench of burning corpses that assaulted his nostrils.

Hoe Suki and Steely possessed an exceptionally keen sense of smell.

Their ability had been instrumental in tracking the Black Wolf Mercenary Group.

However, the ash, the smell of burning bodies, and the spilled blood had overwhelmed their senses, permeating the campsite.

Haksen, who had been pursuing the White Fang and knew of Lakus's condition, had used the mercenaries' blood to mask his scent, biding his time,

and a fatal blow had been delivered.

'This is bad.'

Kelvin gazed up at Haksen, who towered over him by at least three spans.

The fire behind him cast shadows that danced on Haksen's blood-soaked form, and his eyes, gleaming brightly in his shadowed face, created an aura of menace.

Kelvin, who had believed he'd faced numerous hardships since leaving the territory,

realized Haksen's presence was on another level entirely, admitting his earlier confidence had been misplaced.

To aid Lakus, he had to take down Haksen, but this was not an opponent he could defeat alone.

"This could be dangerous. We need to work together... You...?"
"...Lakus?"

Hoe Suki's trembling, golden eyes were fixed on Lakus, who lay still, buried beneath the rubble.

Blood seeped through the cracked visor, soaking the chest where fragments of the shattered crossbow were lodged.

Her unsteady steps carried her towards Lakus, but he felt impossibly distant,

and Hoe Suki's arm stretched out to grasp Lakus, who remained just out of reach. Only air met her hand.

"Ah... ah..."

Overwhelming emotion choked her.  Memories, things that should never be forgotten about, flooded her mind. The images of her family, sacrificing themselves to protect her weak and insignificant self, superimposed themselves onto Lakus.

Her father and brother, steadfastly enduring the poison consuming their bodies and the spears and swords stabbing from all sides, all to buy her time.

Her mother, picking up a discarded wooden stick to block the pursuing attackers, reassuring her with a sad smile.

The memory of witnessing all of this tore through the past, replaying itself in vivid reality.

The despair of her weak and insignificant past.

The futility of a lost opportunity.

Emotions born from the remnants of the past overwhelmed reason, prematurely declaring death upon Lakus, who remained motionless.

The last trustworthy being in the world shattered within her heart.

"No..."

Sadness welled in Hoe Suki's trembling eyes, replaced by a vengeful desire, stained with self-loathing. "Aaaah!!!!!!!!!!!"

She roared, unleashing suppressed resentment, and charged at the source of her misfortune, baring teeth and claws.

"Hmm. The beast is out of controll now."

Haksen muttered indifferently, devoid of emotion, and quickly rolled aside.

Boom!

Simultaneously, a deafening explosion erupted where Haksen had stood.

"It's quite terrifying."

Haksen quickly rose, taking a stance, gripping the warhammer's shaft.

Dust filled the crater, obscuring the view.  From within the cloud, a gray mass shot out like a projectile, hurtling towards Haksen.

Haksen attempted to dodge again by rolling.

"Kugh!"

Four long claws grazed his left shoulder, drawing blood.

Hoe Suki, having landed the blow, slid across the ground, leaving deep claw marks.  She stopped, shook the flesh and blood from her left hand, her eyes burning with vengeance, a low growl rumbling in her throat.

Haksen, trying to ignore his throbbing shoulder, sneered. "What? Aren't you going to help your husband? Or is he already dead?"

"Shut up!!!!"

At the vulgar taunt, Hoe Suki, like a cornered beast, propelled herself forward on all fours, rapidly closing the distance.

Haksen, watching calmly, gripped the warhammer's handle further down and lowered its head.

The gap narrowed.  Hoe Suki, gathering momentum, leaped, pulling back her right arm, ready to unleash a devastating blow.

"Sloppy!"

Haksen swiftly tightened his grip on the warhammer's long handle and thrust it forward.

Hoe Suki's arm and the warhammer collided, sparks erupting from the impact.

Just before her sharp claws could reach him,

"Gack!"

The slightly longer warhammer struck Hoe Suki's chest first, the difference in reach proving decisive.

"Huuup!"

Feeling the hammerhead's weight, Haksen shifted his grip and twisted his body, using Hoe Suki's own momentum to fling her away like a fishing lure.

Hoe Suki bounced several times across the ground after being thrown. She managed to right herself with a roll, but

"Krrgh..."

even her sturdy frame couldn't fully absorb the blow, amplified by her own momentum. Blood trickled from between her clenched teeth.

"Damn it!"

Kelvin rose, longsword in hand, placing himself between Haksen and Hoe Suki as she struggled to stand.

'He's leagues ahead.'

He'd not only dodged Hoe Suki's attack but countered with terrifying skill, and then launched a devastating counterattack.

Kelvin groaned inwardly, acutely aware of the vast skill gap. Haksen had effortlessly dealt with Hoe Suki's assault, something Kelvin himself would have struggled with.

He might hold his own for a time, but he knew he was a mere novice, far from guaranteeing victory.

'This is bad.'

Their strongest, Hoe Suki, had lost control, attacked, and been injured. Lakus, the one who could control her, was in an unknown condition.

It wasn't just bad.

Kelvin knew,

their situation was utterly dire.
Chapter 23: Specters of the Past
"Grooowl..."

Clotted, phlegm-like blood choked his throat.

The world swam in red.  Perhaps his capillaries had burst, or blood had seeped in from his cracked skull. Or both.

Through his blood-reddened vision, he saw his chest, pierced and littered with fragments of the shattered crossbow.  His lips were wet; the blood he'd coughed up had painted the crossbow debris.

He tried to pull out the wreckage, but his uncooperative hand only slipped, caressing the wood instead.

He lifted his head to assess the situation.

Kelvin was locked in a desperate struggle with the warhammer-wielding brute, pushed back with each swing of his sword.  He looked precarious.

Behind Kelvin, Hoe Suki clutched her chest, struggling to stand.  Injured, it seemed.

Where was Steely?

Then he saw him, running with Kelvin, trying to exploit the brute's blind spot.  Clever.

I have to get up. I must.

He braced himself on the wreckage, trying to force strength into his legs, but they wouldn't obey.

His eyelids felt impossibly heavy.  The weariness in his joints and muscles urged him to surrender to the Demon of Lethargy.

Shut up.  I have to get up.  Stop this.

Again, he grasped the wood splinters embedded in his chest, exerting force.

"Ugh...!"

It felt like his insides were being ripped out.

Even as a jolt of electric agony pierced his brain, the Demon of Lethargy still weighed heavily on his eyelids, urging him to give up.

Fuck off.

His eyelids, ignoring his will, were closing, trying to shut out the world.

His vision narrowed, like a letterbox, becoming increasingly black, heralding his end.

His head, constantly dropping, leaned against the wreckage.  He forced strength into his neck, fighting the urge to let his head roll, and took in the blurry scene.

The burning camp.  His comrades, their lives increasingly threatened.

His head throbbed.  A headache was building.

I want to close my eyes.

No. Get up. Or it will all have been for nothing.

I don't know.

Remember.  How long will you whine?

Whine?

Remember what you killed, and what remained because of it.

It was strange.  It felt like someone was speaking to him.

His mind was wandering.  He was hallucinating.

Look ahead. Remember what you tried to forget.

The Demon of Lethargy that had been pressing on his eyelids vanished.

Once again, he saw the burning camp.  No, a burning Territory.

In the middle of it stood a male beastman.

His face was blurry, obscured by mist.  He looked familiar, yet his name was as hazy as his face.

The beastman ran towards him.

Wordlessly, he handed him something, then brandished his weapon and rushed off.  His departing expression should have been obscured, but it seemed to carry a sad hope.

He looked down at his hand.

A plate.  The Guild's plate.

The name was blurred, unreadable.

Curious, he glances back to where the man vanished.  The burning camp dissolves, replaced by a familiar street: the residential area of the Demi-human Mercenary Guild.

For the first time, he sees the houses he and Blanche built for the Guild families.

One house stands out. A beastman woman, Anette, bursts from its shattered door, a plate clutched tightly in her hands. He can't recall her last name.

Tears fill Anette's eyes.  Her hands, gripping the plate, tremble, as do her lips, curled in a grimace of endurance.

"Thank you. Truly... he finally... he fulfilled his wish on the battlefield."

Droplets fall from her bowed head.

A headache begins to build.

"Lak! You're back?"

Beastman children cling to his legs. Vera and Venet. He can't remember their last name either.

"I heard you succeeded! You fought bravely with Dad, right?  I'm training at the Guild too, to be like you and Dad!"

Vera beams, proudly displaying a bruised arm.

"Did... did Dad come back with you?" Venet asks hesitantly.

His eyes burned. Blood? No. Tears.

Why am I crying at the sight of these children?

The headache intensifies.

Something.  He's forgetting something.

What? What is it?

The harder he tries to remember, the worse the pain becomes.

He must remember.

What was it?

Don't turn away from the truth. There's no time left for weakness.

Ah.

Venedis.

Anette Venedis. Vera Venedis. Venet Venedis.

He remembers. Venedis's face. His death. His skills. Everything.

He remembers the man who died in battle, and the family left behind.

And it's not just them.

He's holding countless plates, their names all blurred.

Protect what must be protected. Soon you will face the truth. Protect those who remain with the legacy of your comrades.

But how....?


◈

"Cough!"

Kelvin desperately tried to evade Haksen's relentless assault, but the vast difference in physique and experience was insurmountable.

He managed a weak parry against the incoming warhammer thrust, only to fall, retching stomach acid, as Haksen's follow-up kick slammed into his abdomen.

"Woof!"

Steely charged in from the blind spot created by the kick, but Haksen recovered swiftly, pulling back the warhammer and striking Steely's forehead with the shaft's base. Steely was stopped in his tracks.

He collapsed, unconscious, rolling on the ground, his brain rattled by the concussion. His protective gear had failed to absorb the shock.

Surveying the now-empty battlefield, Haksen rested the warhammer on his shoulder, a sly grin spreading across his face as he lit a cigarette produced from his pocket.

"Haa. We could have parted ways easily. Why cling on so stubbornly?"

Watching Haksen leisurely enjoy a smoke, as if after a satisfying meal, Kelvin felt a surge of humiliation. Clutching his aching stomach, he jammed his longsword into the ground and struggled to his feet.

'I knew it was bad, but I didn't realize the gap was this immense, even with all of us attacking at once.'

Steely, his critical strike foiled, was out cold from a concussion. Hoe Suki, who had been constantly pressuring Haksen while coordinating with him, was limping, one leg broken.

He'd been a frog in a well, he realized, but the price of that realization was devastatingly cruel.

'Is this it?'

His body began to give way, and his mind followed suit.

The insignificant frog before the insurmountable wall couldn't even fathom looking up.

"Well then, shall we finish this?"

Haksen, cigarette finally finished, flicked the butt away and approached, warhammer dangling menacingly.

'If only those two...!'

If he, being relatively uninjured, could stall Haksen, maybe he could buy time for Hoe Suki and Lakus.

Despite being a descendant of a fallen noble family, he was a beacon of righteousness, striving to protect even his vassals' servants, never forgetting a debt.

His mind made up, Kelvin firmly addressed the limping Hoe Suki.

"Take Lakus and run. I'll buy you some time."

"Not until I kill that bastard! He did that to Lakus!"

"Get a hold of yourself! If Lakus is still alive, getting him to Spring Wood and to a Clergy might save him. Are you going to throw away a precious life for revenge?"

Kelvin's words kindled a flicker of hope in Hoe Suki's mind, consumed as she was by self-reproach and focused solely on avenging Lakus.

The world was small, so she didn't know what a Clergy was, but Spring Wood was familiar.

If she could just save Lakus, she would find a way, somehow.

The spark of hope slowly brought reason back to Hoe Suki's emotion-filled mind.

"I'm sorry. If I can save him, I'll definitely come back."

"I'm counting on it," Kelvin replied with a bitter smile, knowing it was an impossibility.

Hoe Suki, equally aware, avoided his gaze and turned her limping steps towards Lakus.

Or rather, she tried to.

"Lakus...?"

Hoe Suki couldn't believe her eyes.

No, she refused to doubt.

Instead, she prayed desperately that this wasn't a dream, but...

After confirming Lakus's condition, her legs, which had been moving towards him, froze.

Lakus, who had been lying motionless amongst the debris, had somehow risen.

"What? You're still alive after that?"

Haksen, previously relaxed, was visibly shocked by Lakus's appearance, and...

"How...?"

Kelvin stared at Lakus as if he were looking at a resurrected corpse, his face a mask of terror.

Lost in shock, the camp fell silent. Lakus, seemingly unfazed, moved through the mercenary corpses.

He turned his back to the onlookers, picking up a stray longsword and slowly examining it, his broken visor obscuring his face. When he finally turned back, his appearance was horrifying.

He stood upright, barely.

Crossbow debris was still lodged in his chest, and blood poured from his shattered visor, running down his armor. Lakus's neck, looking impossibly strained, tilted grotesquely to the right, lolling with each step.

He didn't appear alive. Kelvin felt it too: He seemed a corpse, devoid of pain or fear. Yet, contrasting with this horrific sight, Lakus gripped the longsword firmly, his half-dead gaze, visible through the broken visor, fixing on Haksen.

"'Ghost'... damn him!"

Haksen cursed, a chilling discomfort seizing him. Disgusted, he tightened his grip on his warhammer and stepped forward.

As if on cue, Lakus held the longsword horizontally, ready to thrust, and charged at Haksen.

Middle thrust? High? Or is it a feint?

Haksen, even as he rushed towards Lakus, analyzed the potential strikes, formulating counters.

With those injuries, a low attack's unlikely.

Quickly dismissing Lakus's options, he predicted a high attack and swung his fully drawn-back warhammer towards Lakus's side, now within striking distance. The warhammer's longer reach meant Lakus's thrust was certain to be intercepted. The warhammer whistled through the air, aimed at Lakus's side.

As if anticipating this, Lakus instantly switched to a reverse grip on the sword and, dropping to his knees, slid under the warhammer's swing.

A slide, in that condition?!

It seemed impossible, more acrobatics than swordsmanship. How could he use his entire body to slide with those injuries, with that debris embedded in him? Even running should have been impossible.

Beyond the bleeding, the pain from the fragments tearing through his organs must have been excruciating. Even for Haksen, it was beyond endurance.

Yet Lakus did it with chilling ease, shattering Haksen's expectations, and drove the reverse-gripped longsword deep into Haksen's exposed right hamstring.

"Guh!"

Haksen, who had stood firm against Hoe Suki and Kelvin, crumpled, his balance lost in a moment of carelessness, his hamstring severed.

Ddrrrr!

Using his palm to brake, Lakus dug in his toes and, with all his might, drove his fully bent knee towards Haksen.

Swish!!!

The horizontal slash, its blade buried deep in his left side, ripped rightward, severing the exposed hamstring. Haksen fell.

"Urgh! Damn you!"

He struggled to rise, leaning on his warhammer, but Lakus stepped heavily on his back, forcing him face-down into the ground.

"W-Wait! Please...!"

Crunch! Crack.

Standing over Haksen, who begged for his life, Lakus, without a pause, drove the longsword he held with both hands into Haksen's neck and twisted.

Lakus's indifferent gaze surveyed Haksen's face. Seeing the frozen, pathetic expression of pleading, blood pouring from his mouth and nose, Lakus pulled the longsword free without any sign of regret.

"Incredible. To take him down so fast, and in that state..."

It was clearly a remarkable feat, yet Kelvin struggled to believe Lakus had performed such a nearly impossible act while seriously injured.

"Lakus!"

Hoe Suki, limping, approached him, calling out.

"We need to get you help immediately! It's too dangerous!"

Even though he'd overpowered Haksen, Lakus's condition was, by any measure, critical. Concerned, Hoe Suki tried to slowly approach him on her broken leg, but...

Hearing her, Lakus, who had been staring blankly at Haksen's corpse, suddenly jerked his head up.

"Uh...?"

Her movement towards him stopped abruptly.

"Why...? What's wrong, Lakus?"

Hoe Suki's voice quivered, as if she couldn't believe what she was seeing.

The tip of the longsword slowly turned towards Hoe Suki, and he gripped the longsword horizontally, mirroring his stance when he had rushed at Haksen.

Seeing him ready to strike, Hoe Suki's expression became one of bewilderment.

"Lakus! It's me! Hoe Suki! Don't you recognize me?!"

Her words were cut short.

Clatter.

He didn't respond.

He charged, the tip of the horizontal sword aimed at Hoe Suki.

'Ah...'

The tip of the sword was coming for her.

Lakus was targeting her with his sword.

Why...?

Unable to understand, a frozen Hoe Suki was confronted by the blood-soaked longsword rushing towards her with no mercy.

Just before the sword made contact,

A sharp voice pierced the air.

"No, Lak!!!!"

Clang!!!

The longsword that Lakus thrust was stopped, caught between the blade and haft of a massive halberd that blocked Hoe Suki’s path. The halberd spun once, snatching the longsword from Lakus’s hand and throwing it far away.

"Lak!"

The woman who had appeared, having disarmed Lakus, tossed the halberd aside and approached Lakus, who stood frozen after losing his sword. She firmly grasped his shoulders.

"Come back to us, Lak. It's me, Blanche! It's Blan!"

At the shout, Lakus, who had been silent, finally spoke.

"Blanche? Blan...?"

"Yes. It's me. You can rest now. There's no need to push yourself any further."

As if hearing a name from a distant past, life gradually seeped back into his vacant eyes.

His half-closed eyes slowly shut, and...

Lakus's body, his eyelids now fully closed, slumped like a marionette with cut strings, collapsing into Blanche's arms.

"Poor Lak."

As if this was a familiar occurrence, Blanche, holding the unconscious Lakus, carefully removed his visor.

Shlrrr.

The blood that had pooled inside flowed down his face, a sudden release.

Her clothes were stained by the spilled blood, but Blanche paid it no mind.

Once the visor, which had held back the blood, was removed, Lakus's face, covered in blood, was revealed. Although blood-stained, his face looked tranquil. In contrast...

"Lak, you didn't find any peace here either, it seems.  The past still holds you.  But how were you able to fight like Venedis?"

Blanche, her face a mixture of emotions, asked a question that would remain unanswered.
Chapter 24: Problems to Be Solved
"Ugh. Where am I?"

I'm dazed. Or maybe delirious?

At least it's not unpleasant.

"Aaaagh!"

That changed quickly. The body I'm trying to lift screams in protest.

My joints creak like they've been forcibly dislocated and reset, and my muscles ache as if I'd been rolled up in a mat.

I grit my teeth and endure the blinding pain, and eventually, the throbbing all over my body subsides.

I almost died... Seriously.

Learning from that experience, I cautiously open my eyes.

I can see.

Never thought I'd be grateful for this, but...

It's a familiar ceiling.

Soon, that familiarity morphs into a sense of incongruity.

It dredges up the last vivid memory, as intense as the pain had been.

"Ah. My stomach."

I was ambushed, struck by a flying warhammer, and a shattered crossbow had pierced me.

It's a miracle I'm even alive.

With arms rattling like a skeleton's, I slowly lift the blanket.

Beneath it, my chest is wrapped in bandages.

The neatly finished end of the bandage suggests this isn't the first time it's been applied.

Even the knot looks strangely familiar.

Suddenly, I notice a hand, whiter than the bandage, resting on my chest.

My eyes follow the line of the arm, from the hand to the strap of a bra hanging on slender shoulders.

My gaze travels up the deeply sunken collarbone, along with a sharp jawline, and finally rests on sparkling silver eyes.

"Are you awake, Support Division Chief Lakus?"

"Pere?"

We blink at each other.

'Why is she here?'

As I blink in confusion, Pere rises from the bed, rustling the blanket.

It falls away, outlining her form as it settles on the bed.

And in the warm sunlight streaming through the window, her slender waist and underwear are revealed.
I had to close my eyes in a hurry, forgetting to even ask why she was here.

"Why are you only wearing underwear?"

"I took it off because it interfered with the treatment. You lost a lot of blood and your body temperature was dropping."

When I close my eyes, I can hear the sound of the floor echoing more sensitively as she moves towards the table.

Rustlingly. Rustlingly.

The sound of the clothes rubbing against each other was strangely loud.

The sound that stimulated my imagination was so strong that I had to calm my breathing to control my mind.

Unaware of my feelings, Pere put on the clothes that seemed to be placed on the table and continued.

"So I stayed by your side to keep you warm. I'm also a medic, and I tend to run a little hot."

Her tone is calm, as if it's nothing.

Ziiiip.

"You can open your eyes now."

Opening my eyes to the zipper sound, I saw Pere neatly dressed in a shirt and skirt, her cat ears perked up.

"I thought my heart was going to stop, Pere."

'Really.'

As if my reaction is funny, Pere smiles with a mischievous look in her silver eyes.

"Oh my. Did you fall for me? But Support Division Chief? You haven't forgotten that I'm already a married woman, have you?"

"Of course. I remember it well. That's why I said that."

'How is that the body of a married woman.'

No, no.

I'm afraid Pere's husband will find out about this.

"Fufu. I was too hard on the patient. I'll bring the Guildmaster. Please rest and stabilize yourself."

"Guildmaster Blanche also came?"

"Yes. She'll probably answer any questions you have, so I hope you have a pleasant conversation..."

Saying she would bring Blanche, Pere quietly closes the door and leaves.

The room is quiet.

I let out a sigh, leaving my limp body completely on the bed.

"What the hell is going on?"

What happened at the campsite? Why are Blanche and Pere here? Are the others okay?

I had questions, but my head was so dazed that I was dizzy.

I tried to urge my brain, still not fully awake, but the memory I was trying to recall was faint, like a ship on a misty ocean.

In the first place.

I'd forgotten, because of Pere's prank, which passed like a storm,

My whole body is so painful that I don't have time to think about such things.

.........

I'll just wait for Blanche.

As I relaxed my body as much as possible and stared blankly at the wood grain on the ceiling, I heard footsteps beyond the door.

The footsteps stopped at the door, and after a long pause, Blanche carefully opened the door and entered.

A black leather short jacket with the front unbuttoned.

A thin strap connected to a black leotard hanging precariously on her voluptuous chest, as if about to break.

Black leather short pants over the deeply cut leotard covering her pelvis.

Complementing the clothes that suited her silky white hair and destructive body,

Her hair is tied up and neatly arranged with the jade green hairpin I gave her as a gift.

This appearance, still tough and beautiful even after leaving the guild, was definitely Blanche as I remembered her.

Rustle.

Blanche pulls a chair to the table and sits next to the bed I'm lying on.

Despite her elegant appearance, her gaze looking down at me feels complicated,

Feeling guilty, I can't dare to meet her eyes, and my mouth doesn't open easily.

I wondered why she came here with Pere, but feeling like a sinner, I waited for her to start talking.

"...Don't you have anything to say to me?"

"I'm sorry, Guild Master Blanche."

"..."

At my answer, Blanche's right eyebrow twitched once.

Ah. Oh no.

"I, I'm sorry. Blan."

"...Phew. It's okay. At least you survived such injuries."

Blanche sighed deeply, then crossed her legs and folded her arms.

For a moment, her breasts shook, but I tried to pretend I didn't see it.

"I'm sure you have a lot of questions. Like why I'm here. But I have a lot of questions too. A man who went out to solve his 'problem' fought with another mercenary group to the point of serious injury."

Blanche, who emphasizes the last part in particular.

I wanted to make an excuse,

I had to shut my lips when I saw her fists clenched so tightly they trembled, as if about to explode.

I'm so scared.

Because those fists might be directed at me. And I'm not even in a condition to avoid it.

I trembled with fear that those fists would strike my chest, but contrary to my worries, she only exhaled a sigh through her nose.

She still had her fists clenched.

"There are many problems, but it wouldn't be too late to do it after you've fully recovered."

I am relieved by the temporarily suspended sentence, and Blanche's heavy voice sinks.

"Let's talk about the urgent things first. It might be a little sensitive, but it's something we need to address."

She takes a deep breath.

Her hesitant lips showed her anxiety.

"If what I saw was correct, you used 'his' swordsmanship. Do you remember anything?"

As her cautiously parted lips uttered words of hesitation,

I gave an answer based on my guess, combined with the memories I had recalled.

"Was it, by any chance, Venedis' swordsmanship?"

"You...?! Are you okay? Did you solve the problem?"

"Aaaagh!"

Blanche jumps up as if she's about to rush at me and grabs my cheeks.

Thanks to that, my muscles screamed in pain, and my complaints naturally burst out of my mouth.

"I, I'm sorry. I didn't realize."

"Ugh! It's okay. It's understandable."

After a commotion, we continued our conversation calmly.

"My memory is also vague. To tell you what I remember..."

I talked in detail about what happened with the Black Wolf mercenary group.

Because they picked a fight with me, I ambushed their campsite,

I remembered Venedis in the midst of life and death,

Until I heard a strange voice.

It was a secret that I couldn't talk about anywhere,

She's someone I can consult about my problems, so it's alright.

Tap. Tap.

Blanche, listening to my story, leaned her arm on her crossed leg and tapped her cheek with her fingers.

It was a habit she had when she was immersed in something.

"Certainly. We can't say it's solved. You attacked your party at the campsite initially, and stopped as soon as you saw me."

"So I did the same thing after I fainted then."

So that's what happened.

It's a headache because it happens every time I recall a forgotten past or experience something similar.

Regarding the memories of the guild members who disappeared from my head, if I can find a way to retrieve them, I will.

It's a courtesy to them who laid the foundation for the guild.

But whenever I try to remember them or recall a similar scene, I lose my reason and try to destroy everything around me.

They all trusted me, followed me, and devoted themselves to the guild.

Because the achievements of those who died on the battlefield, leaving their precious families behind with such devotion, should never be nullified because of the mental illness I'm suffering from.

If rumors spread that an executive of the guild lost his reason and wielded a knife around, it would greatly damage the image of the guild that had been built up.

Then both their sacrifice and the promise I made to them—to protect their families and homes—would be broken.

That must never happen.

That's why I decided to disappear and stay here. It backfired.

"I respect your choice, but I can't delay any longer. The symptoms have even worsened more than before, haven't they? As your family, even before being the Guildmaster, I can't just watch anymore."

She was speaking firmly, but I couldn't look at her because of the moisture in her voice.

It was her who willingly listened to me even though she knew it was my greed.

What kind of conscience do I have to respond to her—the one who always experienced sadness because of me, the one who was always strong?

If I had been insignificant in the guild, I would have disappeared to a quiet place with no people.

As a guild executive, the responsibility of establishing the guild's ideology and foundation weighed heavier than I had imagined.

If I give up, the guild will end.

I wish this was just my arrogance.

Just in case, I interrupted Blanche's contemplation.

"Blan. Were there any people looking for me after I left?"

"Hmm? Ah. There were a few places, but the guild members are handling it well. The most noticeable one was the Bruella Duchy, but I took care of it, so you don't have to worry."

"The Bruella Duchy? Did you go see Princess Eliza?"

I considered that place a caution due to my mental illness.

'Was she that interested in me?'

At my question, Blanche, who sat back in her chair with her legs crossed, leaned deeply on the backrest as if exhausted by the thought.

Then she started complaining, really complaining.

"I don't know how they got the information right after you left, but they put someone on you and sent a messenger to the village chief where you were staying."

"No, what for..."

I worked hard in the duchy. Was it that much?

I thought we had built a good relationship.

"I don't know. She's a black-hearted woman. It's a good thing I negotiated with her when she was trying to take you; otherwise, you almost would have been caught."

Blanche's voice in response is even slightly angry.

She seems to be dissatisfied that she tried to take her subordinate as she pleased.

I think I did everything I could for her...

Wait a minute.

But how did Blanche know that?

Even guild members in the duchy wouldn't easily get such information from the princess.

"But how did you find out about that? It doesn't seem like easy information to get."

Blanche's eyes deepen at my question.

She pouted her lips and seemed to be lost in thought,

"Anyway. Princess Eliza tried to approach you, so I stopped her with a written document. On the way, I came here to check on your condition."

Ah. I see.

I won't get an answer even if I ask further, so let's move on. Still, I should be grateful that she moved for me.

Let's move on like a gentleman.

That said, I didn't expect the princess to move. I didn't expect that.

Rather, I was worried about other places.

"So the Bruella Duchy is well taken care of, what about other places?"

"Other places? Ah."

Blanche shrugs her shoulders as she understands the meaning of my words.

"If you mean 'there', it's still quiet. From the beginning, we completely concealed your whereabouts. Princess Eliza, who found that out, is scary."

That's good... right?

Anyway.

I don't know about other places, but it's better not to show my face 'there' until my problem is solved.

If I lose my reason and dance with a knife in front of that person, not only my life, but also the collapse of the guild, which I was most concerned about, will happen.

"But it's not good to drag it out for too long. No matter how much we say we'll do whatever we want, even a guild can't handle it."

"That's true."

I understand Blanche's groaning.

It's understandable,

"I have to solve it before the Imperial Princess finds out about my whereabouts. I can't hide forever."

When the Imperial Princess of the Empire starts to move directly, there will be no solution.
Chapter 25: A Love Triangle Before the Inevitable Journey
The Imperial Princess's interest... truly a burden.

Such intense scrutiny is overwhelming, frankly, it's nauseating.  If I weren't afflicted with this mental instability, I'd gladly join the Mercenary Guild and reciprocate her advances. But with this ticking time bomb inside me, all I can do is suffer in silence, plagued by constant anxiety.

A proxy would have been far less stressful, I wish she had sent one.

Instead, the ever-busy Imperial Princess herself deigned to visit, leaving me no room to breathe.

I was terrified of losing my hair, constantly fearing my illness would erupt and cause an incident with the Princess.  Thankfully, there haven't been any signs of that yet.

"So, any future plans?"

"Nothing concrete, but I'm considering a few options."

I've kept my condition a secret to avoid causing problems,

but I can't stand idly by, pretending to be under passive treatment any longer. It weighs on my conscience, especially regarding Blan.

Blan has suffered enough due to my stubbornness.

For Blan's sake, and the Guild's, I need to resolve this mental illness, one way or another.

As I carefully outlined my potential solutions, Plan B emerged to replace the failed Plan A.

"I'm going to see someone I trust."

Someone discreet, knowledgeable in magic, divine power, and even curses – someone who won't reveal my condition.

"The Demon Tribe Priest who cared for you?"

"Yes. They might be able to help me progress further than I have here."

I intend to visit the person who took me in, raised me, and became my first family.

It's mortifying, and I feel immense guilt, as if I'm confessing my mental illness to my family.

But desperate times call for desperate measures. I'll humble myself and hope they forgive my impudence.

They are, after all, a renowned Clergy, a veritable miracle worker in this world. Surely better than my current futile efforts.

I shudder to think how hard my sister will smack me on the back.

"But weren't they a wandering Priest? How will you find them?"

"I'll head to the United Kingdom first. I have a contact there who might know their location."

"That's quite a journey."

Pouting and tapping her cheek, what's she concerned about now?

Blan seems preoccupied with her own worries, so I'll leave her to them.

I have much to consider as I prepare to depart as soon as I'm physically able.

I've grown quite attached to this place. It's bittersweet to leave so abruptly.


◈

Around the time Lakus and Blan were discussing their future, Hoe Suki paced restlessly in front of her house, like a dog needing a walk. Uncharacteristically, she fidgeted, staring endlessly at the Distant Mountain. It was enough to make any observer, human or canine, feel anxious.

[If you're so worried, why don't you just go in?]

Steely's words made Hoe Suki's tail and ear twitch. Her gaze fell to the ground, and she mumbled, unable to answer.

[What are you worried about? The master will welcome you.]

Only after being asked again did Hoe Suki finally meet Steely's gaze, replying in a barely audible voice,

"I...I don't know. I don't know if I should go in."

That day at the campsite, five days ago, the memory of Lakus before he lost his reason... She had also smelled a familiar, yet unknown, woman's scent on him – a hazy, alluring, and rich scent, born of intimacy.

The reason Hoe Suki hesitated was this scent clinging to Lakus.

'It's not an illusion. That woman must be Lakus's woman.'

It was a scent that could only come from lovers.

At first, she thought it was simply the mingled scents of two bodies. But when she clung to Lakus in the tavern, almost in heat, and was intoxicated by his scent, she realized something crucial: the scent that had drenched her genitals and the scent of Blan emanating from Lakus were strikingly similar.

This realization brought an unwanted clarity. Hoe Suki had to face a reality she couldn't accept: Lakus already had a partner. To repay his trust, she had to distance herself.

But in a body where reason and instinct battled, instinct was winning. Her head might accept it, but her body refused.

It was painful. Why hadn't she realized it sooner? She hadn't known because she was ignorant of love, of affection, of the opposite sex.

And now, as Lakus entered her ignorant heart, she came to know all three: the opposite sex, affection, and love. She understood that Blan, who loved Lakus, had the same scent she did.

She was slowly understanding the changes within her. The heart she thought beat with shame when she lifted her dress so he could change her bandages was actually beating because of his gentle touch.

Her happiness when he stroked her head wasn't just gratitude.

The anger she felt seeing him near death after Haksen's attack was despair at the thought of losing his smile.

She finally understood what he meant to her.

She liked him. She wanted him. She wanted him to be hers.

Because she gained such affection, she couldn't help but hesitate to approach him.

Because she knew that this kind of feeling was not only for her.

After the realization that was too late, there was a meeting that was even later.

She realized that she had to be considerate of Blan, who was by his side first.

If she were to be robbed of him, her heart would crumble.

'I have to leave Lakus's side.'

She had to leave...

But her feet wouldn't move easily.

The lingering attachment in her Eyes was directed at the house.

'I should say goodbye, right?'

She deceived herself, hiding her true feelings with pretense.

Her steps, which she had taken, were now in front of the door.

Hesitantly, her trembling hand grasped the doorknob and pulled it open with all her might.

Beyond the wide open door. There,

"Hoe Suki?"

The Voice she wanted to hear the most called out the name she wanted to hear the most.

Ah.

The poorly built resolution crumbled.

After realizing that the heart was something that could not be helped,

the flimsy wall she tried to draw between herself and him at the sight of him came crashing down.

Her vision swayed and gradually blurred,

and a single stream of sadness flowed down her reddened Eyes.

"Lakus."

I love you.

Hoe Suki Smiled, hiding the heartfelt truth that soaked her chest with a spontaneous Smile.


◈

'Her name was Hoe Suki, right?'

Blan watched Hoe Suki, who'd entered while she and Lakus were discussing their next steps.

"Wh-what's wrong? Why are you crying?!"

"It's nothing. I'm just...relieved that you seem to be safe. I'm sorry."

Lakus, his voice frail and trembling, reassured and comforted Hoe Suki.

"What are you sorry for? Are you okay? Are you hurt?"

"I'm fine. I'm really fine."

"You don't look fine. Come here for a second so I can check. With the way I am, I can't leave this place, right?"

Lakus shook his bandaged arm. At the absurd sight, Hoe Suki burst into laughter, wiping away her tears with her sleeve.

Arms crossed, Blan watched the scene, an eyebrow raised at the unease stirring deep in her chest. She didn't want to disrupt the light atmosphere, however, so she remained seated, legs crossed, her vertical pupils gleaming as she observed Lakus and Hoe Suki.

She'd become an observer.

'They look good together.'

She'd heard about Hoe Suki's situation, so she let it slide. She knew the kind-hearted Lakus wouldn't simply ignore her.

'Has she always smiled this much?'

Seeing Hoe Suki's lips, which had been expressionless all day, constantly curving into smiles even with reddened eyes in front of Lakus, Blan felt a specific emotion, one that had only been simmering, rise from her lower abdomen.

Jealousy? Something like that.

Anxiety? Meaningless, considering the years they'd shared.

It wasn't such a simple emotion, Blan realized, and she pondered, but could only tilt her head. Blinking, trying to recall the name of that long-buried feeling, she finally understood it when her gaze instinctively shifted to Lakus, drawn by the sweet heat now rising from her lower abdomen.

Desire.

The primal, long-buried emotion awakened at the exhilarating thought that thrilled her entire body. How dare someone try to paint over the color she had marked on Lakus?

She had come here anticipating this meeting, this moment with him. But an unknown woman was appealing to his emotions, clinging to him, and her own mark was gradually fading.

No, her mark had faded long ago.

There's no way she wouldn't know.

A Demi-human's nose can't be deceived. She couldn't miss the faint, thick scent of a woman emanating from Lakus's body.

Neck. Shoulder. Chest. Side. And lower abdomen.

Crunch.

Her clenched fist dug in deeper.

She had left her own scent on him before he left. Her eyes trembled, seeing that mark rendered meaningless.

She had overlooked it before, dismissing Hoe Suki as just a pitiful girl, a poor orphan Lakus had taken in.

But she couldn't tolerate this blatant coveting of someone else's possession. Even so, it was alright. Just as she had tried to cover up her scent,

She simply had to apply it again.
Chapter 26: Purity and Desire
Laks's backyard.

There, Lakus and Blanche were sparring.

In reality, Blanche was merely blocking Lakus's strikes, as he was a swordsmanship novice who likely only ever held a kitchen knife.

The tip of the sword moves.

From the upper right to the lower left.

Raising it to the middle and holding the longsword in his right hand, he performed a middle slash, mimicking drawing a deeply embedded blade from the left.

Gripping the extended longsword with both hands again, thrusting forward.

Lakus tried to naturally combine the techniques Blanche taught him, one after another.

Evaluating his efforts, Blanche observed his posture and grip, blocking all of Lakus's attacks with her longsword.

The sound of metal clashing echoed in the backyard for a while.

"Stop."

Only after Blanche signaled him to stop did Lakus cease his attacks, exhaling and placing his hands on his knees to catch his breath.

Despite the lingering chill of late winter, sweat was pouring down his face like rain.

"Huff... Huff..."

"Good job, Lak. You've improved a lot since before. Your grip and transitions are natural. You're aiming well at your intended target."

"If that's the case... I'm relieved..."

Blanche, who hadn't even broken a sweat, approached him.

"You handle the crossbow so well, maybe you have a talent for swords too? If I had known, I should have taught you from time to time."

"Phew... Blan is a good teacher. If I remember correctly, Venedis gave up on teaching me his swordsmanship."

"Did he? Who knows. Maybe you didn't have the capacity to learn swords back then. There was no need to abandon your well-used crossbow. Well, I'll be teaching you now, so don't worry."

Blanche patted Lakus's shoulder, who had finally caught his breath, and smiled.

Lakus, despite his exhaustion, managed a labored smile at her.

A lot of time had passed, and Lakus, whose injuries were gradually healing, was learning swordsmanship from Blanche.

Normally, he should still be bedridden,

but thanks to Pere's professional treatment and the Elven potion, his recovery rate dramatically boosted,

He was practically revived by capitalism, where expertise and items combined with money acted as a cheat.

Originally, it was a matter of taking it slow and resting, but unfortunately for Lakus, time was a more limited resource than money, so he chose this method.

Using even the expensive Elven potion to buy time was undoubtedly because the imperial princess and the Altarka Empire were watching him.

With time being a ticking clock, Lakus had to prepare for his journey to the Falkia United Kingdom.

He had to secure a means to protect himself.

His only weapon, the Falchion, was smashed by Haksen, leaving him defenseless for the long journey.

Falchion, a military item from the Duchy and a gift from Eliza, was not easy to obtain.

Even if he tried to obtain it in the name of the Demi-human Mercenary Guild, the only person in the Demi-human Mercenary Guild who used Falchion was Lakus.

Eliza was always keeping an eye out for Lakus. Thus, the whole reason for hiding the source has been devalued, and the conditions made acquiring the weapon again difficult.

However, as the saying goes, there's always a way, and he had a new weapon to replace Falchion.

To be precise, it was closer to a skill.

Venedis's swordsmanship.

Lakus, while recalling memories of Venedis, was also able to obtain information about his swordsmanship.

It was hard for Lakus to explain, but after fainting at the campsite, for some reason, the forms of Venedis's swordsmanship were imprinted in Lakus's mind.

The forms of that swordsmanship were so clear in his mind.

He felt like he could imitate them right away if he held a sword.

However, just as you don't know how hard something is until you try it, the side effects, losing reason and overusing Venedis's swordsmanship, straining all the joints and muscles in his body, were proof enough.

He could only imitate Venedis's swordsmanship and was completely unprepared to maximize its effects.

Therefore, Lakus judged that he needed to rebuild his foundation from scratch, not knowing even the basics of swordsmanship, and sought help from Blanche, an expert in this field.

Blanche, who preferred large weapons like halberds and warhammers due to her tall stature, had knowledge of various weapons, and readily accepted the request of Lakus, her family and comrade.

Since then, it had been a continuation of the present.

Under Blanche's guidance, he practiced with the longsword, the foundation of Venedis's swordsmanship, in sparring close to actual combat, and if Blanche pointed out mistakes during sparring, Lakus would accept them.

It was a rather rough method, but it was ironically a very effective training for Blanche, who was born a natural warrior with overflowing talent, and Lakus, who clawed his way up from the bottom.

"Okay, that's it for today! Let's go back and wipe off the sweat. You've only just recovered, I don't want you to catch a cold."

"Let's do that."

Lakus, whose chest had returned to its normal state after catching his breath, sheathed his longsword.

"It's been a while since I've had such a proper sparring session. I'm completely exhausted, but I feel a sense of accomplishment."

Lakus's face quickly became tinged with fatigue from his weary muscles and joints.

At that, Blanche smiled softly.

"But you've improved a lot since the first time. Yet, you have a long way to go, right?"

"Haha... That means more hardship awaits me."

Thinking about the continued beatings in the name of training, Lakus broke out in a cold sweat.

Still, the training with her was definitely helping.

As they say, learning by getting hit is faster, and education (physical) that stimulates the human survival instinct and makes the body remember, undoubtedly contributed greatly to improving Lakus's learning ability.

"Don't worry. I'll teach you properly. You know my skills, right?"

"Of course. No question about it, Blan."

Laughter mixed into the conversation.

In the conversation with Lakus, her longtime friend and comrade, Blanche, who had been suffering from heavy workload, couldn't hide her smile at the rare pleasure.

For the past few days, Blanche had been quite happy.

It might have been a trivial lesson teaching the basics of swordsmanship, which she had conquered at the age of five, but the opponent was Lakus, so what more explanation was needed?

Blanche enjoyed the very act of being with Lakus,

'Phew. This... it's a little addictive.'

Following Lakus, who was slightly ahead, Blanche wiggled her nose at the stimulating scent that struck her sense of smell.

The deep, rich male scent emanating from Lakus, who was sweating profusely from the sparring, relieved Blanche's stress and calmed her rising irritation.

But Blanche wasn't one to be satisfied with just this.

Because the 'mark' she had placed on Lakus had disappeared.

'Tonight, I'll reapply the mark.'

It would be a warning not to touch what was hers.

The tingling sensation rising from her lower abdomen would be fully enjoyed in the ritual to be performed tonight.

Blanche quickened her pace and stood beside Lakus.

"Lakus. Take this."

Blanche took out a small pouch from her bosom and handed it to Lakus.

Lakus, receiving the pouch, tilted his head.

"This is?"

"It's our family's medicine that restores depleted stamina. I thought you might need it."

Blanche, with her hands behind her back, leaned down to meet Lakus's gaze, smiling with her eyes, and Lakus, moved, raised the pouch with both hands as if he were humbled.

"Oh. Something so precious..."

"I'm giving it to you specially. It's like a regular medicine, and I have a few more, so take it. You have to use it before bed, so don't take it right away."

"Thank you, Blan."

He sincerely thanked her for her kindness and tucked the pouch into his bosom as if it were a precious item.

It wasn't a lie.

It was definitely medicine made by her family, medicine to be taken before bed, with the effect of restoring stamina.

There wasn't a single lie in what she said.

"What are friends for, am I right?"

Blanche's eyelids, closed in an eye smile, slightly raised.

The golden eyes revealed through the slightly opened eyelids, unseen by Lakus,

shone with a bewitching charm for a moment before disappearing.


◈

The crimson evening descended, followed by dawn's hazy twilight.

In the silence, where even mountain owls seemed to hold their breath, only the gentle sound of flowing water quietly resonated.

Blanche was staying up all night with her eyes open until dawn, while everyone was asleep.

Sitting on the edge of the bed with her legs crossed, the tips of her feet trembled, appearing impatient.

Strength entered her crossed arms as impatience grew, squeezing her chest, and her firm breasts settled down as if resting their heads on her arms.

She had a contemplative expression with her eyes gently closed, but she was focusing all her attention on her pricked-up tiger ears.

Intent on not missing a single sound, Blanche listened intently for a long time.

The night in Hanchon came early, and the sky darkened quickly, so the presence of people disappeared.

The time she had been longing for had arrived.

"...Shall I go?"

With the long-awaited time finally here, her constantly flushed face and madly beating heart represented her feelings.

With quiet footsteps, Blanche carefully opened the door and, after checking the quiet inn where even the owner was asleep, stepped outside.

Her footsteps passed the secluded, even desolate country road and the village gate, and passed the mountain path made by human footsteps, reaching the front of Lakus's house.

"Phew."

The sound of her heart ringing in her ears made her take a deep breath, worried he might hear, and Blanche slowly brought her ear to the door.

The sound of a fire lit in the hearth quietly resonated, and not even a breath could be heard, indicating he was deeply asleep.

Having somewhat grasped the situation inside, Blanche slowly turned the doorknob she grabbed.

Creak. Clack.

The door closed with a creak.

Her eyes quickly searched for the pouch she had given him earlier,

"...He took it."

She spotted the open, empty pouch on the table.

Her beating heart echoed loudly in her ears, and a heated breath escaped her parted lips.

Having found the empty pouch, Blanche, as if there was nothing more to hesitate about, walked calmly and stood beside the bed where Lakus was sleeping.

She looked down at Lakus, whose face was peaceful as if he were fast asleep.

There was no one in this room.

Except for her and Lakus.

Only the two of them.

Because everyone else was staying at the inn for his well-being.

How long had she waited?

She had been counting down the hours until this moment, after giving him the pill earlier.

"He's definitely asleep."

The pill she gave him was a healing medicine with a secret family recipe.

This medicine, which restores mind and body with deep sleep and quickly heals wounds, was also sometimes used as a sleeping pill when she had trouble sleeping.

So Lakus, who took the medicine and fell into a deep sleep, wouldn't wake up no matter what.

A tingling sensation began in her lower abdomen, climbed up her spine, and spread throughout her body.

As anticipation heightened, her pants felt increasingly stuffy and hot.

"Laks. You are always mine. Not anyone else's, but mine."

Her golden eyes shone even more bewitchingly.

Her index finger moved to the waistband of her pants.
Chapter 27: The Secret is gone
Blanche's fingers caught the pants perched on her prominent hips and slowly pulled them off.

They slid slowly down her waist and legs, catching first on her pale knees, then her ankles.

As Blanche's right index finger lifted the pants from her instep, her right leg lifted as if resisting, then,

Pop.

The leg, bent back and caught by the pants, popped free.

"Already so..."

The pants were soaked in love juice overflowing from the leotard, a testament to her rising lust. Even worn over the leotard, her intense arousal was evident.

Suddenly realizing her intense excitement and forgotten decorum, she felt a surge of annoyance.

"You're weaker than me, yet you smell so good..."

She flung the pants, soaked with love juice, at Lakus's face.

With the love juice-soaked side covering his mouth and nose, she felt as if rubbing her own genitals against his face, and a mischievous smile appeared.

Mirroring her uninhibited actions, her fingers moved to the leotard over her puff slit,

Her fingers carefully brushed against the plump mound clearly visible over the tightly stretched leotard.

"Hng."

Though her fingers only brushed her labia minora through the leotard, her waist reacted to the thrilling pleasure as if struck, causing her plump buttocks, overflowing the leotard, to jiggle.

Her fingers began to circle the labia minora covered by the leotard, riding the pleasure that flowed through her entire body.

"Hng. Haa."

As the teasing of her labia minora slowly began,

Her tightly closed mouth, suppressing the thrill from her lower abdomen, slowly opened, and she exhaled hot breath through parted lips.

Her fingers, moving from her increasingly sensitive and heated labia minora, pulled off the leotard covering her vulva.

As the leotard, tight on Blanche's lower abdomen, opened, a rich, feminine scent, far beyond the pants' body odor, assaulted Blanche's nose.

It wasn't the scent of a woman.

It was the dense scent of a female animal in heat, desperate for climax, and Blanche was taken aback.

As the strong Leader of the Demi-human Mercenary Guild,

She couldn't help but be surprised to be this aroused by a mere man, even Lakus.

"Th-This is too much."

A pathetic pussy.

Blanche barely swallowed her pride, but her body was betraying her, leaking sticky love juice.

She had been the winner in their sparring during the day, but her body betrayed her at night.

Blanche's expression turned sullen, feeling inexplicably defeated.

"Because of you..."

She glared at him with a muttered curse.

Thud.

The leotard caught on her finger perched beside her plump mound.

Blanche's plump pussy leaked sticky love juice, drooling, and drops that formed on the labia majora fell to the floor.

"It's because of you. You just have to stay by my side."

Forcing open her tightly closed legs, she placed her index and middle fingers, folded together, on her aroused clitoris.

It wasn't a calm touch that soothed the labia minora, but a rough, swirling motion, as if scolding Lakus, who she imagined trying to get away.

"You keep..., ugh. Disappearing..., ugh. You're mine..., heugh."

As her body heated up, mirroring her intensifying moans, Blanche felt her legs and waist gradually weaken, overwhelmed with pleasure.

Her legs trembled like a foal taking its first steps, but the hand tormenting her clitoris only got faster.

Even with a flushed expression, her mouth viciously scolded Lakus.

"Hahhh. Hahhhh. Just stay. By my side."

Unable to control her clouded mind, she lowered her head and rolled her fingers.

Her fingers became increasingly intense until a stream of saliva fell from her moaning mouth.

"Mnnnn."

Engrossed in masturbating, Blanche suddenly noticed his hand in her view. Even the hand that had been rolling so roughly had stopped.

"Lak. You made me like this."

You made me masturbate until I'm making such vulgar moans.

If you had stayed at the Guild,

If you hadn't come down to this countryside and played around with other females,

You're mine. I can't lose you to anyone else.

I was saved too, not just that female.

Can't you see me?

We've been together for years!

That can't happen.

Blanche unhooked the shoulder straps of the leotard, and her G-cup breasts bounced, as they were unsupported by the fabric.

She turned around and threw off the leotard, leaving her wearing only heeled boots and a short jacket.

Jiggle.

Turning back to face Lakus, her breasts and buttocks seemed to flaunt their presence with every shake.

"Huu... Huu... Huu..."

Her face was flushed by her embarrassing appearance.

For a moment, she covered herself with her arms, feeling both lust and embarrassment at her attire.

She couldn't stop the love juice pouring from her pussy, and her G-cup breasts, squished by her arms, became mere nipple covers, emphasizing their presence.

Blanche felt the cold dawn air and the hot brazier air on her bare skin. She took a deep breath and sat down on the bed with a thud.

Her gaze, still caught in the afterglow of masturbation, lingered on Lakus's hand.

'Should I? What if I do it wrong and he wakes up?'

She glanced down at her own body for a moment.

Seeing her naked body, hesitation arose, without excuse.

What if he wakes up?

What expression will he make if he sees me masturbating with my legs spread, using him as my plaything while he's asleep?

She imagines Lakus seeing her, vulgarly shaking her breasts, and poking at her exposed vulva.

He'll definitely be disappointed.

But.

'He's deeply asleep, so it'll be okay.'

Smiling with pleasure, Blanche easily compromised with herself, her thoughts fleeting.

She just wants to relieve the growing desire.

Blanche, having taken off her boots, crawled onto the bed. Straddling his thighs, she knelt, slightly lifting her hips to position her vulva just above Lakus's hand.

The fading afterglow reignited with excitement, and her vulva reacted, leaking love juice onto his hand.

"I don't care anymore."

Unsure who she was saying it to, her hand, driven by unstoppable pleasure, grabbed Lakus's wrist.

She carefully spread his fingers and slowly brought his hand, the instrument of her recent torment, to her clitoris.

"Uhaaa...♡."

Her vision sparkles.

A sensation as if her waist would break ran down her spine, cutting through her brain.

Her head automatically tilted back, and a dreamy moan leaked out.

"Heueuk. It's so different because it's Lak's hand."

His sturdy, rough fingers touching her caused the saliva pooling in her mouth to run down her neck and chin.

Her gaze, in unimaginable rapture, turned to Lakus's fingers touching her clitoris.

"If it's this much just by touching...?"

How much more pleasure will follow if he torments her with this hand?

Her thoughts, guided by instinct, looked down at his fingers on her clitoris, then to her opening just below. It was leaking love juice and waiting its turn.

Gulp.

Even just touching her bud, it felt like this, but she couldn't even imagine what it would feel like if he actually put it in.

Desire not satisfied.

It only makes one crave a stronger fullfilment.

With a smile mixing worry and joy for the pleasure ahead, Blanche slightly lowered his hand and slowly inserted his middle and index fingers into her slit.

"......♡!"

Blanche quickly covered her mouth with her hand.

Her pink canal, untouched by anyone, tightened as if to devour his fingers. The intensity was so great she couldn't even think of moving.

Squelch. Squelch.

After the intense pleasure passed, she began to thrust her waist, not his hand. Having tasted it once, her pussy didn't want to release his fingers. As her velvet walls undulated against his love-juice-coated fingers, the pleasure only intensified.

"Eup...♡! Eup...♡! Eup...♡!"

Pleasure intensified repeatedly, her pussy, driven by instinct rather than reason, devoured his fingers. Her thighs trembled as if she would collapse. Her firm nipples, rebounding with her thrusting hips, bobbed rhythmically, drawing circles.

'I, I don't! I don't know this!'

Blanche, belatedly realizing that fiddling with her clitoris was nothing but child's play, tried to stop her waist to end this dangerous game. She felt like she would really become someone else if she moved any more.

'Ugh! My waist won't stop!'

But her waist, beyond her control and driven by pleasure, moved instinctively, accelerating as if urging her to climax.

The thrilling pleasure imprinted on her mind at that moment, the wet sound continued, tickling her ears.

Her mind grew hazy. Her golden eyes, revealed above the hand barely covering her moans, widened as she moved her waist in pleasure that made her feel foolish.

'I, I'm coming! I think I'm going to come!'

As she pushed her waist forward to fill her tightening canal with Lakus's fingers pushed deep inside, pressing against her mound, delivering the ending she had so desired.

'Heueueuk♡♡♡!!'

Fwiiissshhh.

The climax finally arrived, and fluid gushed out profusely, drenching Lakus's arm and the bed sheet.

"Haa... Haa... Haa..."

She breathed heavily, her chest rising and falling. Her fingers were still stuck in her pussy, her head tilted back.

After enjoying the afterglow and catching her breath for a while, Blanche carefully pulled out Lakus's fingers stuck in her pussy.

Plop.

"Hng!"

As if still wanting more, Blanche's pussy tugged on Lakus's fingers as they were being pulled out. Pulled by her contracted vaginal opening, the fingers made a clear sound.

"Th-The best..."

Blanche couldn't finish her words, lost in the lingering afterglow.

She hadn't expected that trying to mark him would become such a big deal.

Despite her worries that Lakus might wake up, she was so focused on using him as a masturbation tool and exploring pleasure that it was understandable.

Blanche's eyes, soaked in ecstasy, rolled to look at Lakus.

'He's asleep, unaware of the shocking events. What will happen when he finds out?'

She was also afraid of him finding out that he was treated as a mere toy and used as a masturbation tool.

But now, intoxicated by the pleasure she couldn't return from, Blanche decided to think simply.

'He took the medicine, so he won't wake up anyway. Just like now.'

She knew that the family's secret medicine was potent. It was pointless to worry about something already verified and confirmed.

The effect was certain, so there was no need to worry.

.........

If he had taken it, that is.

Still lost in the afterglow, Blanche didn't notice.

That the person used as a toy in the secret game, which no one should know about, had found out.

'Sh-Shit. What do I do?'

That he hadn't fallen asleep and had been watching the entire scene with his eyes slightly open.
Chapter 28: A Moment of Madness, Yet Pure Bliss
A situation unfolded before his eyes, making him question whether he was dreaming or awake.

He doubts his own memory.

Was she capable of making such a lewd expression?

Is the citrus scent he smells truly coming from her genitals?

How could she be so strong with such a thin waist and such large breasts?

Her unusual appearance, different from what he knew, wouldn't leave his mind.

Even in the faint light of the flickering bonfire behind her, the midnight visitor arriving at dawn was present in the pitch-black darkness.

The dawn was filled with lingering hot breaths and sweet citrus scent, and her somewhat dreamy golden eyes, perhaps intoxicated.

Her ample breasts and pink nipples, on her naked body wearing only a short jacket, shook faintly with each breath.

Her adorable belly button and the curves of her waist and hips captured his gaze,

Her soaking wet, lewd cunt, dripping with love nectar, wet his hands and thighs.

The being he had seen until now stood before him in an utterly unfamiliar form.

The strong warrior woman who led the Demi-human Mercenary Guild was not here.

Only a female, thrusting her hips to greedily satisfy her desires, was present.

Her unusual appearance, different from yesterday, wouldn't leave his mind, so he closed his eyes and tried to forget her naked form.

‘What do I do?’

His thoughts were muddled, as if intoxicated by her appearance and scent, and his paralyzed thoughts felt jumbled and confused.

‘Let's just hold on for now.’

Lakus prayed that this moment would pass quietly. If their Eyes met now, he couldn't think of what words to say first or how to even meet her gaze.

"You, as a man, are really hard to figure out."

Blanche, savoring the lingering feeling, approached his face and tickled his Ear with a coquettish Voice.

"You're mine. Mine and no one else's."

As if declaring this, Blanche's hand carefully removes the blanket covering him.

"Now, I'm going to mark you as mine. So that no one else dares to covet you."

After running over his exposed upper body, Blanche's hand gently lifted the hem of his linen shirt, revealing his muscular body scarred from countless battlefield injuries.

Satisfied with the sight of his bare skin, she, as if performing a ritual, stirred her neatly gathered fingers in her hungry cunt.

"Hnnng...♡."

As her neatly gathered fingers stimulated her clitoris, her body shook once, her waist feeling like it would break. About to lose balance and fall on him, Blanche braced herself by extending her left arm next to Lakus's head, barely supporting her crumbling body.

A rough, sweet breath escaped her lips. For a long time, she looked down at him, teasing her clitoris and labia minora, her pussy gradually becoming shiny with love nectar, then, as if ready, she sat on Lakus's thighs.

"Do you even know how much I've looked forward to this moment?"

The hand that had been caressing his abs gradually moved down. The slender fingers gathered, and gently grasped the waistband of Lakus's pants.

‘I-is this really happening?’

As if answering her own question, Blanche pulled off the pants she had grabbed.

Sniff, sniff.

She inhaled his concentrated musk from the pants that had disappeared.

Intoxicated by the male scent, Blanche began to caress the bulge above his underwear like a toy with hazy eyes.

‘Ugh!’

Lakus, who had endured until now, barely managed to hold back a moan from the direct stimulation. He could endure her masturbating with her own fingers, but the sweet, clumsy touch of her hands on his erogenous zone was driving him crazy.

His cock, already near bursting from the stimulating scenes, became unbearable with the alluring hand play.

Whether aware of his feelings or not, Blanche continued to satisfy her desires by caressing his underwear and smelling his musk.

"Then..."

Blanche swallowed dryly.

Her gaze landed on his underwear as her trembling fingers hooked onto it, and slowly, with a hurried gesture, she pulls down his underwear.

"Huh?"

The underwear that was slowly being pulled down got caught on something.

"What? Why won't this come off?"

Her eyes shook with embarrassment, but soon, stubbornness took over, and the hand holding his underwear exerted more power.

Thwack!

The thick object caught on the underwear string rebounded and hit Blanche's lower abdomen, then, dangling up and down, stood erect.

"...Wow."

The plump glans and thick cock, with blood vessels visible from the rush of blood, made Blanche gasp.

It was the first time she had ever seen a cock, but Blanche could instinctively tell how monstrous his cock was to women.

"Is it...normally this thick...? Do all men carry something like this?"

Eyes filled with intense curiosity and vague fear shook.

A glance.

She looked down at her lower abdomen where the cock had struck. A long, thick mark, reaching below her navel, was red.

As her plump buttocks moved forward, his cock and Blanche's lower abdomen touched. She grabbed the shaft with both hands as if she couldn't believe it and carefully brought it to her lower abdomen.

"Below the navel... No, maybe higher..."

She saw her abdomen touching the tip of his glans, her lips opening wide.

This thing is going to go in?

She had tasted the ultimate climax with just his fingers and thought it was irreversible. If she were to do it with this monstrous shaft, then...

The fingers that had been making a circle with her thumb and index finger were placed on his glans. Blanche had rather long fingers, but her thumb and index finger didn't touch, leaving a slight gap.

‘W-will it even go in?’

The thought of his cock entering her vagina, which felt tight even with just two fingers, sent a shiver down her spine.

But her unsatisfied desire urged her to accept his cock as soon as possible,

"...Okay."

She didn't know what pleasure would come, but she began to move as her instincts told her.

Blanche, kneeling awkwardly, brought his cock to her pussy.

Fuuu.

Blanche, calming her mind with a deep breath, grabbed the shaft and inserted the glans into her pouting entrance.

"It..., it won't go in easily."

Contrary to her desperate feeling, the glans kept slipping out and rubbing against various parts of her pussy.

Blanche began to feel impatient.

She began to shake not only her hands but also her hips to find the entrance,

"Really..., thi.... really... it..., it's in!"

After repeatedly tapping her vagina with the glans, Blanche's expression finally became satisfied when the glans settled in the right position.

But it was only for a moment.

When Blanche tried to lower her awkwardly raised hips, her pussy, already stretched to its limit, couldn't accept the glans and was too tight.

"I-isn't this too big...?"

Biting her lips, Blanche exerted more force, but the glans showed no sign of entering.

"Hiiiit. Huuuuuk!"

Her large breasts rested on his chest as she lost strength. It wouldn't go in no matter how hard she pushed.

With her vagina hooked on the glans and her waist floating in the air, Blanche, sticking her whole body tightly to his body, began to press down on her waist even more.

"Ugh. Hnnng."

Her waist desperately tried to push the glans into her vagina. Holding him tightly, she gritted her teeth,

"It's in!!"

The forcibly opened vagina embraced the glans.

‘I, I did it.’

A subtle smile spread across her face with a strange sense of accomplishment.

Blanche, calming her breath while exhaling hot breath on Lakus's chest below her, pressed down on her waist again.

Slap. Slurp. Squish.

The cock, covered in thick love nectar, gradually penetrated Blanche's vagina, making lewd sounds.

Little by little. And slowly, Blanche, who was pushing her cock into her tight vagina, suddenly felt something touching inside her.

‘I-is this the hymen? Then...’

Blanche, making up her mind once again, pushed again,

Rip.

"Ugh!"

Pain that erased the pleasure came over her.

Waiting a moment for the pain to subside, she endured with the tenacity befitting a guild leader and began to swallow the cock again.

"A little... A little more..."

Blanche's new pussy expanded to the shape of Lakus' cock. The pleasure of the vaginal wall being gently scraped grew, offsetting the pain. And saliva dripping profusely fell on his chest.

"Hnng♡. Hoooook♡."

The trembling waist and hips continued to push the cock into the vagina, relentlessly seeking pleasure.

"Haa♡. Haa♡. Is it all in?"

There's no way it could go in any further. She's already dizzy with this much.

A faint smile spreads across her face, thinking her efforts had been rewarded. It was her first intercourse, achieved even while sweating.

"T-then, I'll rest for a bit and mo..."

Blanche, exhausted from doing it all by herself, tucked her disheveled hair behind her ear and slowly lifted her body with the cock stuck in her pussy,

She saw Lakus, awkwardly turning his head away.

The flickering golden eyes examined Lakus' face.

The trembling eyebrows.

The reddened ears.

The tightly bitten and rolled-up lips.

Blanche's complexion instantly lost all color, as if the world had collapsed.

"L-Lak?"

A trembling Voice called out to him.

She desperately begged him not to answer.

Her trembling pupils stared at Lakus' lips, praying that those lips wouldn't open.

With that wish, she called his name once again.

"Lak? Are you, perhaps, awake?"

"...Yes, Blan."

Realizing that he couldn't hide it any longer since he had already been caught, Lakus slowly opened his eyes, but he couldn't meet her gaze.

"Uh..., since when?"

To the trembling voice's question, Laks hesitated and opened his mouth.

"W-well..., that is. Since Blan was..., masturbating..."

"Does that mean...?"

He saw everything from the beginning?

Her head slowly tilted down.

The only thing she was wearing was a short jacket that didn't even cover her breasts. Underneath it, her naked body was revealed. Below that, she could see the bed sheet covered in an unspeakable amount of love nectar.

Between the clearly exposed naked body and the bed sheet covered in the thick love nectar that she had genuinely ejaculated, she saw her own pussy, expanded by swallowing Lakus' thick cock, clearly revealing the love nectar gushing out from the joint.

Blanche's face turned red with a sudden surge of shame.

"Oh, no! Wait...!"

In embarrassment and shame, Blanche forgot her own state and hurriedly got up.

Squeeeaaak.

"Hnnng♡♡♡!!!"

The glans of the cock, just expanded in Blanche's tight vagina, scraped against the vaginal wall as it came out.

The pleasure that instantly surged up her lower abdomen made Blanche's head throb. Blanche's cheap pussy, which could orgasm profusely with just fingers, couldn't handle the pleasure of a thick cock.

With her head filled with pleasure, Blanche's waist and legs instantly lost strength. Then, her waist, having lost its supporting strength, was undoubtedly slammed down, and the glans that had escaped re-entered deeply, scraping the vaginal wall again.

Squish!

The cock, scraping the tightly constricting vaginal wall, plowed through the vagina without knowing its momentum, and, breaking through Blanche's expectation that there was no more room to go, it bumped into the precious entrance that it should never have touched.

"Ah."

A flash of light bursts in her head.

The flashing lights fill her vision.

Blanche's protruding lower abdomen.

The cock, having lost its self-control, plowed through the vaginal wall and pushed up the cervix, pressing on Blanche's precious womb.

"Hooooook♡♡♡!!!"

Fwiiiiish.

With one insertion and two pistons, the pussy, conquered all the way to the womb, gushed out another flood.

With the world spinning, Blanche sat down limply with the cock still in her pussy.

Saliva dripped from her raised chin, and tears, filled with pleasure, rolled down her cheeks.

"Now..., it's over...♡."

This feeling has to be him now.

Blanche, having tasted pleasure, realized even with her muddled mind that she could no longer go back to the way things were.

Now, she had another reason why she had to have him.
Chapter 29: Pillow Talk?
Lakus and Blanche sat on the edge of the bed, pouting or tracing the patterns on the floorboards. They hesitated to be the first to speak, each desperately hoping the other would ask the question.

“...”

“...”

An awkward energy hung between them.

One was a noblewoman and leader of the greatest mercenary company, who never yielded to her enemies, and the other was a steadfast pillar of support by her side.

But now,

There was only a female who had come to a man's house to satisfy her desires, to succumb to lust and experience a humiliating climax, and a man who had become simply a tool.

Both had many questions for each other.

Did you not take the pill? Why did you stay still? Did you perhaps notice what I was going to do?

Why did you do this? Are you angry that I just watched? Do you perhaps want something from me?

Countless questions and accusations swirled in their minds.

Their furtive glances met. Startled, both quickly darted their eyes to the floor.

Blanche, her lips moving slightly, wrapped the blanket tighter around herself instead of her soaked clothes, and spoke.

Of all the questions in her mind, the words that came out of her mouth were,

"I'm sorry. Really."

It was only an apology, the summation of countless curiosities.

Blanche's gaze lowered even further as she uttered the conclusion she had reached after much thought.

Her strong gaze was gone. It wasn't even dampened with lust. It was deeply stained with guilt.

Seeing her heavy, sunken expression, Lakus scratched his cheek.

What should he say?

He had been desperately poor as a child, spent his youth on the battlefield, and became an adult plagued by mental illness. Lakus, who had been barely surviving through that life, pondered.

Unfortunately, lacking experience with women, as he continued to ponder, he felt like steam would start coming out of his head.

As the silence lengthened, awkwardness grew, and the more he struggled for an answer, his impatience intensified.

He refined his answer, adding and removing various elements.

He finally spoke.

"It was my first time, too."

A neutral fact. The conclusion of his deliberation was a transparent sentiment of the dawn.

Her rounded golden pupils turned to Lakus, who was scratching the back of his head in embarrassment. Her golden pupils, which blinked several times at him, were filled with doubt, but the answer that came out was closer to a cute pout.

"Liar. You know you can't fool my nose."

As doubt filled Blanche's eyes, Lakus shrugged.

"It's true. Have I ever lied to you Blan?"

"That's true, but..."

As if hitting a blind spot, Blanche mumbled. Wiggling her lips, as if searching for an excuse, she lowered her gaze, unable to meet his confidently, and continued.

"But you reek of that femal... I mean, that White Fang."

"Ah."

Lakus could vaguely understand Blanche's actions. Why she had been so desperately obsessed with leaving that mark.

"Perhaps. Did you think I wouldn't go back to the Guild because of Hoe Suki?"

"Ah... no, that's not..."

It was the right thing to say after all.

In truth, Blanche just didn't like the idea of another woman being attached to Lakus, but when she thought that Lakus might change his mind and leave the Guild to live here with Hoe Suki, Blanche shuddered at the sudden chill.

What scared her even more was the fear that her impulsive actions might have encouraged that decision.

Sssk.

As if to reassure her, Lakus's hand, which had hesitated as if wondering if it was okay to reach out, carefully covered Blanche's hand that was peeking out from under the blanket.

Her trembling pupils gradually widened at the warmth on her hand. Her gaze, initially a sideways glance, turned fully as her eyes widened, her eyelashes spreading.

Her gaze looked down at the sturdy man she had to look up at for a long time.

"Please don't worry. I know where I need to be."

The place he needs to protect.

Those words reassured Blanche, yet weighed heavily on her heart. Having stood by this man's side, she had witnessed firsthand the journey that had led to this moment.

"That's why I came here, and Blan understood. She's in a similar situation to me, someone I need to take responsibility for, like the Guild."[TL]Yeh he's talkin to blanche here but in the third person....Idk why[/TL]

"Someone you need to take responsibility for?"

"Yes. As I said, she's similar to me. Therefore, I feel like I'm looking at my old self."

"Your old self..."

There was no need to explain. Their shared stories over the years were so numerous that explanation was unnecessary.

Only then did Blanche realize that Lakus was not protecting Hoe Suki out of mere goodwill. He saw his past in her and didn't want her to walk the same rough path as he did.

She recalled his past with a faint realization.

The image of him wandering the battlefields, relying on the demi-humans as if they were the only race, promising to reunite with the Demon Tribe Priest, who was his only family.

The image of him spitting out the fur that had fallen into the stew he was making for lunch and taking charge of preparing the meal himself.

The image of him firmly supporting the backs of the Guild Members who were ahead.

The image of him carrying a missing person found on the battlefield after a battle, only to realize he was already dead and despairing.

The image of him gradually becoming numb to these horrors, standing at the forefront and blowing the heads of fallen enemies with his crossbow.

The image of his growing numbness to it all.

But he wasn't numb. He had simply learned to recover quickly, and he desperately hoped that such things would not be repeated.

"So, I ended up paying a little more attention to her, and she got caught up in my problems and suffered. I want to help her until that's resolved, and before I leave."

"...It's your decision, I can't interfere."

Though bothered by Hoe Suki's body scent emanating from his embrace, Blanche figured it would be fine since she had left a more significant mark.

...Though it didn't turn out as she intended.

Blanche subtly touched her lower abdomen. A heavy sensation still lingered, making her face turn red. She shook her head vigorously to shake it off and stood up.

"I'll be going now. Get some rest, despite barging in like this."

"You too, Blan. Since it's late, how about we have a meal together at the Inn tomorrow?"

"I'd like to, but it might be difficult. Pere and I have to go somewhere early. Ah. Don't worry, it won't take long. We'll be back in about four or five days."

"Five days? That's a long distance, beyond Kaon Territory. If it's urgent, can I help?"

At Lakus' question, Blanche, who was gathering the clothes she had thrown off, turned slightly and smiled faintly.

"No. You rest. Pere and I will be back soon. Don't slack off on your training because I'm not around. I'll check when I get back. And, be prepared."

"Be prepared?"

Lakus was about to ask about the riddle-like words, but he hurriedly turned his head when he saw Blanche's back, leaving only those words.

Under the blanket, which fluttered somewhere, the clothes in her hand explained the reason, and Lakus lost his place to look at her seemingly moist lower body and turned red.

Clatter.

The door Blanche exited closed.

Leaving Blanche, who had been stimulating until the end, behind, Lakus spread a new blanket on the bed where Blanche's traces still remained, and tried to sleep, pushing the intense memories as far away as possible.

It was a truly long and arduous dawn for him.


◈

The next morning.

As promised, Blanche left the village with Pere. The place they left, promising to meet again in five days, felt quite empty.

And that emptiness was about to increase a little more,

"You've been through a lot because of this unnecessary trouble."

"It was all an experience that will strengthen me. Because of that, I realized I need to work harder in the future."

Having helped in the battle at the campsite, Kelvin had finished preparing for his journey to the Falkia United Kingdom.

Kelvin, who had brought the horses captured from the Black Wolf Mercenary Group, offered Lakus a handshake.

"Since you're also heading to the United Kingdom, we might meet there if we're lucky."

"That's right. Make sure you settle down well there, and take good care of the kids."

"Haha. I'll keep that in mind."

Their clasped hands shook once.

Lakus saw off Kelvin and the children, who had left on horseback, and returned home, slumping into a chair in the yard.

He looked around. It was the same foreground as usual, but it felt lonely now that the bustling people had left.

'It's a little empty.'

He leaned his elbows on his knees, clasping or rubbing his palms together, trying to soothe his emptiness.

'Come to think of it.'

Lakus, who was rubbing his hands in vain, took out a metal case from his pocket. Opening the case, it contained the pill that Blanche had given him.

He had been saving it because he couldn't bring himself to eat it, even after using the Elven Potion.

'It seems precious. I'll probably need it someday.'

Besides, the journey ahead would be as bumpy as his life so far. Thinking so, Lakus felt sorry for Blanche, who had taken care of him, and put the case back in his pocket.
Chapter 30: Travel Preparations
Lately, Hoe Suki had been feeling like a dark cloud of worry was hanging over her head.

'That man, he definitely knows something about me.'

Haksen's words bothered her; the words he spoke when he appeared at the campsite that day after striking Lakus with a warhammer.

'Where do you think you're going? Especially you. I don't care about the others, but White Fang, you're absolutely not allowed.'

The finger pointing directly at her was vivid.

Haksen's remark, implying he wouldn't let her escape, raised questions and soon led to a single conclusion.

The Black Wolf Mercenary Group, which had chased Hoe Suki south, was somehow connected to the enemy who killed her family.

Unfortunately, Haksen and his subordinates, who held the clues, were all dead. Now, her only option was to find the Black Wolf Mercenary Group and interrogate them directly.

But could she, who had been overwhelmed even by Haksen, really interrogate a huge mercenary group?

Of course, it was impossible.

Realizing her own inadequacy, she also saw something else.

'I can't ask for help from Lakus.'

Lakus was the only person she could rely on, but the memory of the day she almost lost him made her reluctant to ask for his help.

Worried he would be in danger again, Hoe Suki hesitated to ask for help.

She didn't want the man next to her to be in danger.

"Phew... I have to finish this quickly and go back."

For her, it was frustrating, a tightness in her chest. Fortunately, there was work at hand, so she could forget the headache for a while.

Diligently moving, her hand began placing the clothes, soaked in the riverside and wrung out tightly, into an empty container.

Then, her hand naturally reached for the laundry,

Sniff, sniff.

A heavy and fragrant scent, an alarm bell in her head, passed by her nose.

"What's this?"

Sniff, sniff.

An unusually heavy and sticky scent. It was so addictive, she even forgot about the pursuer clues that had only made her chest feel stuffy.

It felt vaguely like citrus, but the body odor was so strong that she didn't care.

'This body odor. This feeling. It's like my head is going crazy.'

The taut tension slowly loosening is a comforting sensation.

Searching for the scent's source, her nose led her to the wooden tub where the laundry was still piled up.

"Ah!"

Her eyes, searching for the source of the scent, saw a familiar piece of cloth. Hoe Suki mumbled the embarrassing word to herself.

'Laku's underwear...'

The hand carefully reached out and hesitantly picked up the dizzying piece of cloth.

Snap!

The piece of cloth spread out in her hand. In an instant, a dizzying scent wafted over her.

'J-Just a little.'

Hoe Suki slowly brought her nose closer to inhale the scent again. The more she brought her nose closer, the more the concentrated scent suppressed her reason and began to stimulate her instincts.

The boiling instinct whispered.

Bury your nose and savor it. Happiness is not far away.

Mirroring her leaning heart, Hoe Suki's body began to lean towards the source of the scent she held in her hand.

Just a little, a little more.

Just before her nose touched,

"Suki! Where are you?"

"!!!!"

Startled by Lakus's voice from behind, Hoe Suki hid the underwear behind her back and acted as if nothing had happened as she got up from her seat.

"W-What is it!"

Lakus appeared over the hill when she answered with a cracked voice.

"There you are. It's lunch, come quickly. You have to eat."

"Got it! I'll be right there!"

Forget about food, Hoe Suki just wanted him to go back quickly.

"Ah. You were doing laundry. I'll help you, wait."

But Lakus saw the laundry and tried to come down to the riverside.

His kindness was appreciated, but Hoe Suki, rather embarrassed, shouted and stopped him from approaching.

"No! I'm almost done! You're hurt, don't overdo it!"

"You also hurt your leg. And it's all healed now, so it's okay..."

"No! You said it's always important to rest, so you should rest too!"

Embarrassed and urgent, with a red face, she shouted, and Lakus scratched his cheek awkwardly and shrugged.

"Well, that's true. Okay, then I'll see you at the Inn later."

He completely disappeared over the hill, and Hoe Suki heard his footsteps fade away. Only after the sound of his footsteps had completely disappeared did Hoe Suki let out a sigh of relief.

'What should I do...'

Hoe Suki's eyes looking down at Lakus's underwear that she had hidden behind her back were filled with conflict.

She was aware of it herself how perverted it was to bury one's nose in underwear worn on important parts and smell it.

She imagined Lakus smelling the underwear she was wearing.

His hand going to her panties, searching for her body odor in longing and carefully smelling it.

......

'Maybe it's not bad...'

She feels inexplicably good and shivers at the thought of him smelling her underwear and getting excited, wondering why he is so shy.

'No! Lakus wouldn't do that!'

He would know that she herself thought it was strange.

But unlike rational thinking, instinct kept forcing that vulgar behavior. Since she can't smell it directly from Lakus, find something to replace it.

Even after putting Lakus's underwear back in the laundry, Hoe Suki had to think hard.

She hadn't been able to smell his body odor since the battle at the campsite, and when the thrill of battle made her blood boil, Lakus's body odor acted as a sedative for her.

But with Lakus's injury and Blan's appearance, she couldn't approach him carelessly.

Until now, she had forgotten about it because of the clues about the pursuers, her worries about Lakus, and her troubled mind.

But now that Blan was away and Lakus had recovered, the desire that had been barely covered up was creeping up.

Her lingering gaze returned to Lakus's underwear.

'Yes. If I have this, I can avoid being a nuisance to Lakus.'

She didn't want to see the precious being she had almost lost suffer because of her. But the impulsive desire caused by it only made her crave him more...

'Then, rather...'

After much thinking, Hoe Suki began to fold Lakus's underwear neatly, and carefully tucked it between her cleavage.

'At least this won't bother Lakus.'

Hoe Suki smiled at her perfect plan.

She was captured by a hungry desire, not realizing that a murky glint was swirling in her emerald eyes.


◈

Time passed quickly. After the five days Blanche had promised, it was around lunchtime.

"Lak! I'm back! I brought a gift, so come out quickly!"

Lakus could now realize why Blanche had been away for five days.

"Blan? What is this?"

"You know what it is! We're going on a long journey, so we need this."

At Lakus's question, Blanche slapped the object that surprised Lakus.

"You were away for five days for this?"

"Of course!"

"Haha..."

Unlike the refreshing answer, Lakus stared at the object in front of him, dumbfounded.

'I never imagined she would prepare a carriage.'

It wasn't an ordinary cargo wagon. It was large enough for four people to lie down side by side and appeared to be remodeled for a long journey.

And on the outer wall of the carriage, tools for various purposes during the journey were tied with strings.

The driver's seat even had a canopy, so it was clear that it was made with great care.

"You have great skills, Blan, to get such an item."

"Hmph, it's nothing to be praised for."

Even so, Blanche's tail wagged from side to side, feeling good.

"Was there a place nearby where you could get something like this?"

"It's not that far from here to Belkia. It's just that there were some annoying guys in the way, so it took a little longer to deal with them."

"Wow."

The distance between Neutral City Belkia and this village was about three days' walk for Lakus if he walked non-stop.

But she covered that Distance in five days, and even beat up some robbers on the way. Lakus was naturally impressed.

"Don't just stand there, take a look inside. You'll be riding it, so you should check it out."

At Blanche's words, Lakus lifted the curtain hanging at the entrance of the carriage and looked inside.

On one wall, there were hangers with protrusions to hang clothes.

A large cot that would be spacious even if Lakus lay down.

Even shelves to put tableware and small tools.

Other than that, everything needed for the trip was provided.

'It's like a medieval fantasy camping car.'

Lakus's heart pounded without realizing it at the sight that stimulated the male heart.

'Traveling in something like this. It's full of romance.'

After examining the carriage and coming down, Blanche greeted him. She was smiling confidently, as if to ask for his thoughts. Lakus, who felt that the figure overlapped with the memory of 'that' night and was quite cute, gladly expressed his true feelings.

"It's a gift that touches a man's heart, Blan. Thank you so much."

Blanche, whose chest tickled for no reason at his sincere gratitude and smile, suppressed the corners of her mouth that were about to rise.

Whack! Whack!

"Ack."

"Why are you saying that like it's such a big deal! I'm just doing what Family can do for each other!"

Palms filled with emotion hit Lakus's back, and each affectionate hit made him feel nauseous, causing Lakus's body to vibrate.

Lakus barely managed to take all the stinging affection and said.

"I'm so happy to receive such a gift. Such a big carriage. I feel like it's too much for me, I don't know what to do."

"Don't be so humble. You deserve it. And since I'm going with you, I thought a small carriage would be uncomfortable, so I prepared a big one."

"I see, but what do you mean you're going with me?"

Lakus, who had been listening quietly, looked at Blanche with wide eyes. As if she had been waiting for that question, Blanche relieved his curiosity.

"I can't leave you alone when your problem hasn't been solved and you've lost your weapon, as the west is full of Territory Wars and vagrants are becoming robbers."

"But the Guild or other Guild Members..."

"I told them to handle things while we're in the Bruella Duchy, so it's fine. The important clients will be taken care of by the department in charge. You know best, don't you?"

"Yes, well. That's true."

It was a part that he was particularly concerned about when he founded the Guild.

He would be gone when his lifespan ended, but the Guild would still be a home for the Demi-humans.

"And..."

Blanche leaned down, her mouth close to Lakus's ear. Surprised by the sudden citrus scent, Lakus focused on her breath and the words she was about to say.

"There's no woman in the world who would let you travel alone with another woman."

"...Wait a minute, Blan. Didn't we clear that up then..."

As he tried to protest, Blanche's tail wrapped around his neck. The distinctly stronger citrus scent froze Lakus's mouth.

As if to speak for him, Blanche's mouth opened.

"That's that and this is this. You know, right? How greedy Demi-humans are. Even if I know it in my head, my body doesn't follow, that's the kind of Demi-human I am."

Blanche glanced sidelong at Hoe Suki, then looked back.

"And..."

Positioned so Hoe Suki and Pere couldn't see, Blanche gently stroked her lower abdomen.

"I walked right into my own trap. That feeling, I don't think I'll easily forget it."

"Yes? Blan? What do you...?"

"I'm saying I'll be counting on you."

Swoosh, Blanche's tail unwrapped from his neck. Though just a tail, it had felt like it was binding his whole body.

"Pere and I will be accompanying you for a while, so let's do our best. It's the first time since the beginning of the Guild, and I'm getting excited~"

When Lakus turned his gaze to Pere, but Pere just smiled lightly.

'I have a feeling I'm going to be squeezed dry...'

Should he be happy or troubled? Lakus's heart fluttered with this ambiguous feeling.
Chapter 31: Companionship (1)
Three days had passed since I hit the road, shaking off the remnants of my time in the Kaon Territory, a place of attachments and unforgettable experiences.

As chilly winter gave way to early spring, it was a bit cold, but with my coat buttoned up, the bright sun made it perfect for traveling in a camper van, no, I mean. It was perfect for traveling in a camping carriage.

To my left, endless green fields stretched out, and young sprouts, just peeking from the ground, swayed in the wind, reminding me of my escape from the mountain village.

Thump.

Ah, right. Keep my eyes on the road.

This damn reality won't even let me indulge in romanticism.

The dirt road, still bearing the traces of winter, had turned into mud, shaking me awake from my daze.

My mind jolted back to reality, I turned my head slightly and called for help from beyond the awning.

"Blan. Could you pass me the map for a moment?"

"Just a moment. I put it here... Ah, found it."

Rustling sounds came, and Blanche pulled back the awning, thrusting her upper body out.

The map in her hand unfurled with a flourish.

"Where are we? We left the Kaon Territory and have been traveling in this direction for three days, so..."

A slender finger, acting as a pointer, started from the Kaon Territory's outskirts and traced a southwestward line, stopping at a point.

"It should be around here."

Near the spot Blanche indicated, there were a few places suitable for camping. A place near the riverside for a water source, and one that could hide the campsite from robbers and beasts.

"Let's camp around here today."

When I pointed to a spot, Blanche nodded in agreement.

"It's fine. Not a bad spot."

"I know you're tired from camping for three days straight, but you'll be able to rest comfortably tomorrow."

Beyond the designated camping spot was the Malkas Territory, one of our stopovers, and if we hastened our pace, we could reach its center.

Camping had its charms. Except for the uncertain threat of wild animals and robbers that prevented sound sleep.

Even if there was no romance, it was a hundred times better to stretch out and sleep in an inn with a guard to stand watch.

At my words, Blanche gave a beaming smile.

"Rather, you're the one who's tired. You've been driving the carriage for three days straight. Shall I help?"

"How could I possibly ask Blan to do such a tiring task, knowing how hard it is? If Blan can be comfortable, I'm satisfied with that."

Besides, I was the only one with experience driving a carriage.

And.

I didn't want to burden those who had come so far to help with hard work.

"Hmm~. Is that so?"

Keeping my eyes on the road, I heard a satisfied nasal sound.

I know the psychology of the guys I'd behead, yet even at this age, I don't understand a woman's heart, though it seems I got the answer right this time.

As I felt proud of my own growth, a strong scent of citrus suddenly hit my nose.

My gaze automatically followed the scent, and I faced golden eyes leaning against the backrest and looking down.

For a moment, I forgot to keep my eyes on the road and was captivated by the faint arc drawn by Blanche's eyes and mouth.

"But if you need help, tell me. Okay?"

"Of course. I'll definitely ask for your help then."

As the citrus scent and golden eyes disappeared behind the awning, my blurred eyes, lost in idle thoughts, carried out a meaningless forward gaze.

Since that day, Blanche's attitude had become quite active.

Unless I was impotent, I couldn't possibly not know.

Sometimes, when I went to bed, the memories that unfolded were so vivid that I would curl up and sleep for days.

I still feel like the memories and sensations of that time are present. I thought it would be a memory she wanted to forget, but apparently, it was just the starting point.

'There's no woman in the world who would let me travel alone with another woman.'

"...This is awkward. Really."

How should I deal with this? I've found ways out even in impossible wars, but it seems I've encountered the most difficult problem in both my past and present lives.

Flap.

"Hm?"

Hearing the sound of the awning again, I turned around, and this time, Hoe Suki was peeking her head out.

"Lakus. Is there anything I can help with?"

Is this déjà vu?

Is it boring inside the carriage? Well, it must be awkward since it's full of people she doesn't know.

"How's the inside of the carriage? Is anything uncomfortable?"

"It's fine. Aren't you the one who's tired, Lakus?"

"This is nothing, don't worry."

Feeling her heartfelt concern, I habitually patted Hoe Suki's head. How could I not compliment her when she's this admirable?

I took my hand off her silky ash gray hair, which I stroked.

"It'll be a bit tough until we reach the United Kingdom, but let's hang in there a little longer. There, both you and I can find what we need."

I could find clues to cure my mental illness, and Hoe Suki could obtain an adventurer's license to replace her identification.

If Hoe Suki wanted, we could also look into the change in her personality that occurred in Spring Wood.

Feeling like I was burdening her when she was already having a hard time, I tried to lighten my inferiority complex with a joke.

"Still, it's not like things didn't go according to the original plan. It's better than almost marrying me, isn't it?"

"Marriage..."

"Yeah. It's better than having your life mortgaged to someone like me, right?"

"..."

The aftermath of my chuckling laughter was silence.

Puzzled, I turned around, but her expression was unusual. She just gave me a look of discontent for some reason, and went back into the carriage.

Was the joke not good?


◈

"Everyone. We've arrived."

The two horses pulling the carriage added their snorting as an accompaniment, and the awning was pulled back, revealing the faces of the party members.

The members, getting off the carriage one by one, stretched to relieve muscle pain from the carriage's bumps.

Staring blankly at the carriage wall for hours must have been quite a pain.

After three days of travel, everyone began to find their assigned tasks.

Blan and Pere, being experienced, were in charge of setting up the campsite near the carriage and securing cooking and spare drinking water from the nearby spring.

Hoe Suki, Steely, and I were in charge of installing security measures near the campsite.

Even though the security measures were just ropes with metal cans containing stones,

It was still the best option in the shadow of the dense forest, which seemed to block even the moonlight.

After installing the security measures for a while, we finished without any problems.

Although it was a display of skills I hadn't used in a while, the problem was more my decreased stamina, evidenced by the sweat I shed, than my rusty skills.

After the installation was complete and we returned, Blanche and Pere greeted us, having set up the campsite with their usual excellent skills.

Along with the wonderful smell of meat, which I hadn't smelled in a long time.

My mouth is watering.

Pere, squatting in front of the campfire and stirring the frying pan, created a scent so overwhelming that I felt humbled.

"Since it's the last day of camping, I used all the ingredients that were close to their expiration date."

"You are truly amazing."

Chicken on the verge of spoiling could change like this. It must be a mystery only a mother of a household can perform.

They say you also taste food with your sense of smell. Even without getting close, I could tell how much care was put into it.

Rolled in butter to enhance the flavor and harmoniously grilled with sweet spices and vegetables, it was a sight that stimulated the romance of camping,

and the mashed potatoes added were mixed with the butter oil from grilling the chicken, giving it a rich flavor that seemed unhealthy.

With this, I'm confident I could smoothly swallow even hard bread soaked in water.

"Thanks to you, I haven't had to ruin my appetite during camping."

"Don't mention it."

After the light conversation, we sat around the campfire and started eating the meal Pere prepared. It would be unforgivable to let such a feast get cold.

This sentiment was shared by everyone, as they were all busy wielding their utensils.

As hunger subsided, one's surroundings came into view. After filling up somewhat, the members began to talk instead of eating chicken.

"When do you plan to leave after arriving in the Malkas Territory?"

I chewed and swallowed the chicken in response to Pere's question during the meal.

"I'll have to see when we arrive in the Malkas Territory, but if we reach the Lord's Manor area, I plan to replenish supplies, rest as much as possible, and move on in about two days."

"That's moving quite fast."

"I think so too, but given the circumstances, I want to speed up the schedule."

I don't know when Lady Eliza and the Imperial Princess will find me, so despite the tight schedule, I plan to prioritize solving my mental illness.

The Imperial Princess didn't made her move yet, but since Lady Eliza is looking for me, there's no time to waste.

"That's right. Besides, you need to find clues about the person you're looking for quickly."

I nodded at Blanche's agreement. Since he was a Robin Hood-like person, it was good to find out his location quickly.

After that, we just shared some trivial stories about the world.

About the Falkia United Kingdom's status, rising goods prices, and so on.

Around the burning campfire, we gazed at the Milky Way above and traced constellations with our fingers.

For a moment, I even forgot the purpose of this journey and felt like I was enjoying camping with friends.

"...Then, it's getting late, so let's decide on the night watch. We should rest up before leaving early."

"You rest first. You worked hard driving the carriage."

"No. I rested first yesterday for that reason, so I can't do it again today..."

As we debated, Steely, who had been lying down, quietly rose and went to the back of the carriage, likely disturbed by the noise.

Even for an animal, such a reaction is understandable after hearing the same thing for three days.

"Someone is coming this way."

It's just that I was more complacent than Steely, being intoxicated by the relaxed atmosphere.

I'm wide awake now.

News of the outsider, detected by Steely and translated by Hoe Suki, filled the members' eyes with vigilance.

I immediately checked my armament.

Sword belt checked. The Longsword is fine too.

Everyone checked their weapons. Blanche had her halberd. Pere had two daggers hidden at her waist.

Hoe Suki didn't need to be checked.

Preparations complete, the members followed Steely, and in the distance, through the tall trees, we saw red dots flickering toward us.

Judging by their location, they seemed to be coming this way from the road we were traveling on.

"At least they don't seem to be highway robbers."

Coming out in the open like that seemed like an obvious signal for us to flee a robbery.

At least, their primary goal didn't seem to be lethal or financial, but in this treacherous world, strangers in the open are always the first to be wary of.

Rustle. Rustle.

The distance closed until we could hear the grass brushing under their feet, and the unwelcome outsiders began to appear.

Three men. Two women.

Starting with the men, arming sword and targe. Double-bladed axe. Crossbow.

For the women, longsword. One was unarmed.

Judging by their faintly visible expressions in the flickering light, they didn't seem to expect our presence either.

"Wait a minute. We're not suspicious people."

The longsword woman, who was leading the way, spoke first.

In this world, those who claim innocence often betray you, so I replied with my hand still on my longsword hilt.

"It's the same for us. There's nothing to be suspicious about either of us, so let's just go our separate ways, shall we?"

"We were also looking for a campsite. This is a campsite we used to use often, so we just came here."

"But we arrived first. Please find another spot. Let's avoid being cramped together."

In situations like this, clarity is crucial. I'm not generous enough to have unknown strangers near my camp in the wilderness.

"Hey, mister! Don't you think you're being a bit too harsh? There's no need for us to see blood, so why are you being so fierce?"

The crossbowman, true to his appearance, was being irritable, but there was no room for compromise.

"No. Go somewhere else."

"You son of a bitch!"

The guy raises his crossbow.

This guy is crossing the line?

I was about to draw my longsword, but the unarmed woman came between us with a bright smile.

"Please calm down, everyone. If we raise our voices this late at night, we'll only attract wild beasts or monsters."

The woman, demonstrating no hostility, approached with her hands up, completely defenseless, until she was right in front of me.

"I'm Helene, an employee of the Adventurer's Guild. If you wish, I have my guild card in my pocket, so you can check it."

I saw a leather strap hanging like a necklace around Helene's neck, indicating she wore it as such.

I gave hand signals to Blanche and Pere.

Standby.

I slowly approached and looked at Helene's chest, as I lifted the leather strap hanging around her neck, the guild card peeked out from under her clothes.

I get the gist of it.

"So you're saying you're someone recognized by the state, so you won't do anything weird?"

"I'm glad we can communicate."

"Tsk. Wait a moment."

With her face still grinning behind me, I returned to my party to discuss.

"What should we do? It doesn't seem dangerous for now."

"There's no need to stir up trouble and rekindle a dead fire. Let's just let it go. It doesn't seem dangerous."

"It's fine. I don't smell blood on them."

"Since we'll be standing watch anyway, I think it'll be fine as long as they're far away."

"If that's what everyone wants."

Helene slowly lowered her arms when I conveyed the news of the unanimous decision by majority vote.

"Then we'll take a spot over there in the corner. I hope you have a peaceful night."

Led by Helene, her party passed by us.

Stern faces. Tired faces. Faces mixed with annoyance passed by one by one, and finally, a woman who glanced at us and gave a light bow before leaving.

Staring blankly in their direction, I slowly lowered my hand from the longsword.

"It'll be fine. I'll check while standing watch."

"I'll leave it to you."

Leaving the rear to Blanche, I went into the carriage and laid down.

If it's Blanche or Pere, they'll subdue them before I even have to step in, so it's more productive to sleep and regain stamina than to waste time worrying.

Because of those guys, tonight's dawn will be especially long.
Chapter 32: Companionship (2)
I stirred the pot on the campfire, observing the foreground gradually brighten with the dawn.

Normally, I'd do this with the party after they woke, but there was no need for that trouble, and nothing is more delightful than a prepared morning meal.

If my small effort can make everyone start their day on a good note, I'm more than willing to do it.

However, despite my efforts, the day that should have started pleasantly was soured by an unexpected visitor.

At least, that's how I felt.

"Did you have a peaceful night?"

"What do you want?"

She still had the same carefree smile from last night, as if she had slept soundly.

"I was afraid you'd leave soon if I came too late, so I took the liberty of coming."

I wonder if something important made her come despite my cold demeanor.

You can't refuse a smiling face, and her smile seemed innocent, so I couldn't turn her away.

"Again...What do you want with me?"

I asked,

"I have a request."

She gave a meaningful answer.

My brow furrowed involuntarily.

"Why?"

"Well, aren't you the famous 'Ghost' and 'Butcher'?"

I thought she didn't know, as there was no mention last night. I guess that’s not the case.

The Falkia United Kingdom, as its name 'United' suggests, is a unified nation formed by several dispersed countries.

As conflicts are mainly in politics and back alleys, the mercenary profession is declining, while adventurers who solve problems and handle monsters are flourishing.

As such, mercenaries only thrive in the west, where territory wars are frequent, but lose momentum in the peaceful south or United Kingdom, where such wars are non-existent.

Mercenary reputation is so low here I thought even guild staff wouldn't know, but.

I wore a visor, so if she recognized me, she would definitely recognize Blan.

Should I say I was stimulated because mercenaries are my true calling, or that I was moved by the word request?

My hand stirring the ladle remained steady, but my attention focused on Helene's words.

"The purpose?"

"To cross the Kallax Mountains and reach the capital."

"You're choosing a rather dangerous path."

It was a familiar terrain.

A huge mountain range that bisects the south of the Empire and the Falkia United Kingdom.

A hotbed for monsters that I'm confident I'd faint if I met, and naturally, a habitat for rare collectibles that have grown without human touch.

If war zones are the bread and butter for mercenaries, the Kallax Mountains are the bread and butter for adventurers.

To summarize, unless monsters and highway robbers cohabitate, it's not a place for me or Blan, who specialize in fighting people.

It's not a place for me to step in...

"The reward is sufficient. Knowing you're renowned individuals, I'll offer 2 gold per person as an advance payment. Upon completion, another 2 gold each. A total of 8 gold. All in Empire gold coins. What do you say?"

Are you for real?

Whoa. This crazy bitch. Is she for real?

I had to stop myself from leaning in.

Damn. This is pretty tempting, isn't it?

Due to the incident at the tavern last week, I'm running low on funds, and my pouch is crying out for coin.

Eight gold, and Empire gold coins at that, would be more than enough to use and spare in the United Kingdom.

I calculated the profitability by adding and subtracting our forces and theirs in my head, but the only conclusion I could come to was that I shouldn't decide on my own, but rather discuss it and gather opinions.

"I need to discuss this with my party first."

"I'll be waiting."

After Helene walked away, I let out a sigh she couldn't hear.


◈

I served the awakened party freshly boiled stew in bowls and asked their opinions on the morning's happening.

After much deliberation, calculation, and discussion,

"We'll take the request."

I informed Helene of the decision.

I guess this is what they call collective intelligence. When different minds come together, the result is not inferior to the wisdom of the ancients.

It was the conclusion reached by collective intelligence that this request came at an opportune time, as we could pass through a distance that would normally take us fifteen days in just four days if we moved according to our original schedule, and we could even resolve the situation where we were about to be financially strapped.

Of course, I was puzzled that Blan had no money, but when she confidently gestured and patted our camping carriage, I instinctively knew that this request was an unavoidable choice.

Even as the Guildmaster, she was currently penniless and merely an individual with the renowned title of 'Butcher'. She had to earn money with her life on the line.

Though united by the request, we and Helene's party mixed, but due to yesterday's issues, we were only clumsily united like water and oil.

"What's the route?"

As I put the two gold coins, received as advance payment, into my pocket, I asked, and Helene pointed beyond the mountain ridge.

"We will enter the outskirts of Malkas Territory and enter the mountain range. Even a carriage can pass through that path."

"At least we won't have to walk."

The destination has been set, so all that's left is to depart.

Climbing into the driver's seat and looking inside the carriage, I saw the party and Helene's party sitting in two separate groups.

It's said that yesterday's enemy can become today's ally, but it seems that's not yet the case for us.

I grabbed the reins to escape the stuffy air flowing inside the carriage.


◈

I've been navigating my way through another world for nearly five years with only maps and my wits.

The knowledge I've learned through trial and error is a treasure more valuable than anything, so is there a greater treasure than this?

But when there's a high, there's always a higher high.

"If you take this path here, you can get out."

Thanks to Helene's voice guidance, acting as GPS, I only had to turn the reins, saving me the trouble of constantly checking the map.

Because I can't split my brain into four to multitask and be wary of monsters that might pop out from anywhere at any time.

Instead, other heads were taking on that role.

Behind the carriage, crossbow-guy and axe-guy were acting as rear guards.

And in the driver's seat, Suki, who had become a living all-around detector, was sitting with her eyes closed and her ears pricked up.

She's guarding the areas that my two eyes can't cover, so it's relatively less stressful.

So, while paying attention only to the reins, I moved slowly forward, looking at the occasional animal trails in the lush mountain path.

Just as my boredom grew and vigilance waned....after about 3 hours of travel.

"Wait."

Suki suddenly opened her eyes and listened more attentively to the sounds around her.

I stopped the carriage not to disturb Suki's concentration, and I heard the sound of people picking up weapons from inside the carriage.

Everyone finished their preparations and waited for Suki.

"I hear a suspicious sound from up ahead."

"Can you guess the number?"

"...I don't know exactly, but I hear a lot of something."

This isn't good.

"Helene. Is there no other way than this?"

"If you walk, it's possible, but this is the only way for a carriage to pass."

The seriousness that settled on her smiling face made it feel heavier.

I couldn't abandon the carriage and go, and the road was too narrow to turn the reins, leaving me with only one decision I could make.

I immediately got off the carriage and gathered the members.

"Let's form a scout team and observe the situation ahead."

I explained the need to assess the situation, and everyone nodded in silent affirmation.

So the scout team was formed, which included me,

Suki, crossbow-guy, Blan, and longsword-girl.

It was a temporarily formed scout team, so I was worried, but we have to make do with what we have.

I don't know how strong the crossbow-guy and longsword-girl are, but they'll be more effective against monsters than us, Suki and Blan have considerable individual combat power, so I wasn't too worried.

Maybe I'm the weakest one here.

Fuck. It would be nice to have a Falchion, or even just a normal crossbow.

It's pathetic to whine about something I don't have, so let's just focus on what I have to do.


◈

"What the fuck. Monsters made this?"

I followed Suki's tracking and came to an amazing sight, and I couldn't help cursing.

"No matter how you look at it, it's a fortress, right?"

Although it was roughly woven with vines, it looked like a decent wooden wall, and atop it stood a dark red dwarf like a guard. Moreover, they were holding decent spears, which I didn't know where they had picked up.

Although the dwarfs were only a little taller than me, judging by the roads that continued to the sides, it was probably about the size of a small village with about three households.

Nightmares of the past are about to resurface.

"Why do I have to prepare for a siege against monsters?"

Dealing with those bandits holed up in the old fortress was already so much trouble. Do I have to go through that again here?

Is this a country?

"Actually, they seem to be kobolds."

"Kobolds?"

Frien, the longsword-girl I met on the way, came next to me. She looked at the dwarfs with half-opened eyes, as if frowning, and seemed to have figured out what they are.

She calmly explains about the kobolds, just as calmly as she analyzes the opponent.

"They are intelligent monsters that live in groups. Individually weak, they are troublesome due to their group tactics."

"But we have to deal with those guys with a fortress?"

I can see about 6 guys from up here, paired up 2 to 1 in each watchtower?

My head starts to hurt.

I sought wisdom from Frien, a monster expert.

"What about this size? Is it a large scale?"

"I can't be sure until I check properly. But judging from what I can see, I think there are about 50 of them. It's not a very large scale."

"50 of them? There are even bigger groups than this?"

Even a single punch each would be fifty punches in total, enough to kill a healthy person. And that's considered a small scale?

Do these adventurers even cut down three or four people at once with a single sword strike?

"Yes. They are usually quickly subjugated when found, so they don't grow too large these days. However, a group of kobolds in a deserted place once grew to around 500."

"It's like an ant nest."

I could only shake my head at the immediate confirmation.

500 is the size of a Baron's private army. Even if they are individually weak, their weapons are not to be underestimated.

"So? Are you going to run away with your tail between your legs because you're scared?"

I ignored the sarcastic comment from the crossbow-guy, whose name I don't even care to know. As far as I'm concerned, he doesn't exist.

"Let's go back for now. Let's discuss it with the party and decide."

We've gathered as much information as we can.

The future can wait; for now, we need to go back and prepare.
Chapter 33: Extermination (1)
“A Kobold nest...”

As I shared the gathered information, everyone fell deep into thought.

Since we weren't monster specialists, we just stood back and watched. The ones racking their brains were the monster experts over there.

Instead, we focused on figuring out how to apply our own expertise.

“Blan, the outer wall looked pretty shabby. Do you think we could break through using a halberd?”

At a glance, it didn't seem like a very sturdy wall. With a slight exaggeration, I estimated one full swing from Blanche's halberd could carve a clear path.

At my question, Blanche stroked her chin thoughtfully. It seemed like a point worth considering for her as well.

“That's one way, but it seems faster if I just jump in there and wipe them all out.”

Like jumping up, she said, tracing an arc with her index finger.

It certainly didn't mean opening the main gate, so she intended to leap into the heart of the enemy camp.

I had many concerns, but Blanche's halberd could handle even knights, known as the living tanks of the battlefield, with ease, so maybe my worry was needless.

The sight of the crimson wave following the silver gleam that shot up from below was something I still couldn't forget.

Of course, the horse head and bisected torso that fell beneath it haunted my dreams for days.

The scale was too small for a stealth infiltration under the cover of darkness, and we lacked ranged weapons for sniping.

Blanche's idea of a swift, decisive battle seemed like a decent option.

Having gathered our opinions, we approached the experts. They seemed to have finished their planning, nodding amongst themselves, so I got their attention.

“The plan?”

“First, we wait for nightfall. Then Ben and I will take out the watchtowers one by one and infiltrate.”

Then, Frien pulled a sling from her back pocket.

I thought she was a close-combat dealer, but she has ranged skills too.

I had tried using one myself, but gave up, realizing it wasn't something you could learn in a day or two.

“That's quite an unusual weapon you use.”

“I'm from the countryside, so I used it often for hunting. I'm confident in my accuracy.”

Her voice brimmed with confidence.

Bringing it out right before a major operation meant it must be a weapon she favored.

A weapon she can use well? Good.

But their plan has too many flaws.

When it came to siege experience, I probably had more than them. I hesitated, feeling like I was about to rain on their parade, but I steeled myself and spoke.

“Besides the sling and crossbow, do you have any other ranged weapons?”

“No. Is there a problem?”

“But those watchtowers are close together. Can you snipe all three simultaneously?”

“Huh? No, that's...”

Upon hearing this, Frien's face clouded.

“If it were an ordinary fortress, but I doubt those guys are stupid enough to miss the sound of stone throwing and screams right next door.”

“W-well, that's true, but...”

“If you don't take them all out at once, the others will rush out. You'll end up fighting at least 50 of them in a night battle out in the open. Will that be okay?”

“No...”

I also mentioned handling aggro after sling throws and sniping positions.

Frien looked crestfallen, likely not expecting to be criticized. 'Even I'd be pissed if an adventurer started giving me mercenary advice, so her reaction is quite mild.'

“Then what about you? Thought of a better way?”

Ben cut in abruptly, questioning me accusingly. His tone implied, ‘If you’re just going to nitpick, put up or shut up.’

I don't know what reaction he expected, but I'm sure none of his predictions will be right.

“Yeah. I have one.”

“What?”

He doesn't get it.

“I said I have one. So let me borrow your crossbow.”

“What nonsense...!”

Ben's face twisted instantly.

“Ben. Just give it to him.”

Helene stepped in, mediating. Seeing her side with us put a look of displeasure on Ben’s face.

“But...”

“They must have their own plan. They seem skilled, so let's trust them. What should we do?”

“Think of it as an extension of your plan. When the gate opens, enter immediately and cover our group.”

“Understood.”

Annoyed by Helene's words, Ben clicked his tongue and tossed the crossbow to me.

He followed it up by throwing the bolt pouch, adding a warning that barely qualified as one.

“Do your best. If you screw up, clean up your own mess.”

“Don't worry, I'll handle it. Just make sure you enter when I give the signal.”

That's what mercenaries are. Half talk, half surviving by the blade.

“Let's go, Blan.”

“I will go too.”

A voice like sandpaper grating reached my ears.

Turning at the familiar sound, I saw a werewolf covered in thick, ash-gray fur slowly approaching.

With every step, dust spread out like ripples.

Her presence alone was reassuring, but memories of the past, unsettling despite her strength, rang alarm bells.

“W-Werewolf?!”

“Quiet.”

I raised a hand to silence the adventurers and stood before Hoe Suki.

Then, more firmly than ever, I stated.

“No. What if it happens like last time?”

“It's alright. It won't happen again.”

“How can you...”

“Lakus.”

Is it just me, or does even that sandpaper voice sound pleading?

Even though I can't see her expression, I imagine a sorrowful face.

“The memory of almost losing you is enough for one lifetime, so I want to help you.”

Ah.

She's such a kind, upright kid.

Trapped by my past immaturity, I couldn't refuse her outright.

Chewing my lips, searching for words to stop her, but ultimately, there was only one thing I could say.

“Really, will you be okay?”

My worry was too immense to fit into a phrase, but the intelligent Hoe Suki found the meaning in my tightly packed words and simply nodded, accepting it all.

I forced my head up, fighting the despair that threatened to pull it down.

If her eyes cloud over with that murky energy again, as they did last time, please let her return to normal in my arms once more.

That was my desperate prayer.

“Alright. Pere, when the fortress gate opens, please enter with these people. Blan, Hoe Suki. Let's go. There isn't much to explain, so I'll brief you on the plan as we move.”

Leaving Pere and Steely behind, I walked past the shocked faces toward our destination.

Ah. Almost forgot.

I unbuckled the sword belt from my waist, longsword included, and tossed it to Ben. He hastily caught the longsword that fell from the clear sky, his face bewildered.

Finding his expression quite funny, I waggled the crossbow at him.

“That's collateral. You need a weapon, at least.”

No matter how hopeless he seems, I can't just send him in bare-handed.


◈

Helene's group felt a peculiar sensation watching Lakus's party head towards the Kobold nest.

“That's an unusual combination. A Human, a Demi-human, and a Werewolf.”

“No, she is a White Fang. You saw her earlier, right? The child in the white dress. She is that child.”

“What? That cute girl?”

Frien was aghast, and the others looked just as surprised.

“They are exceptional warriors from the distant North. Some are even affiliated directly with the Adventurer's Guild main office.”

“I really thought she was just a standard Demi-human.”

“What you perceive is shaped by what you understand. I trust you will all continue to improve.”

At Helene's teacherly words, they nodded.

The awkwardness subsided quickly.

In the quiet atmosphere, Ben looked doubtfully towards Lakus's group's disappearance.

“But can we really trust them? He seems like a mercenary. I don't know if he can handle monsters.”

“We'll know when we see.”

“Is there something you wish to confirm?”

Alex, the man with the arming sword, had remained silent while the others talked with Lakus's group. He glanced towards Pere and quietly asked Helene.

“No. I just want to check their skills. To see if their rumored epithet is real or not. A Kobold nest of this scale should give us a rough measure of their level.”

“If they meet the standard...?”

“We'll have to request an additional contract. Opportunities like this don't come easily.”

Watching Lakus's group disappear into the distance, Helene merely offered an enigmatic smile.

“Let's move too. We're one team for now, anyway, so we need to follow the plan.”


◈

“...and that's it. Everyone understand?”

We stopped, the Kobold fortress now looming right before us.

“Simple enough. Just give the signal. I'll stir up chaos immediately.”

“I will move at once.”

Everyone moved to their designated positions according to their roles.

Time to move.

My destination wasn't far. The variable was that I had to climb up, not walk.

Tsk. This is higher than I thought?

Looking up at the dizzying height almost made my head spin. But what could I do? It was the only place with a clear view.

I hadn't climbed trees many times, but hoping that meager experience would be useful, I put strength into my arms and legs and started climbing.

Heave.

I swung myself up onto a branch sturdy enough to stand on, straddling it like a pull-up bar.

“Agh, I wouldn't do this twice.”

Gasping for breath, I leaned my head back against the tree trunk and let my trembling limbs rest. Nothing would be more pathetic than a shaky crosshair.

After resting briefly and catching my breath, I parted the thick leaves with my hands. About 150 meters ahead, the interior of the Kobold fortress came into view.

As a bonus, I had a perfectly clear view of their glistening heads.

I took out the crossbow slung over my shoulder.

I pulled back the string using the goat's foot lever fixed to the body.

Creeaak.

I placed a bolt.

As I prepared the shot that would signal the other two and end one of those heads, I checked Blanche's position.

Squinting to locate her, I saw Blanche hiding behind a tree trunk, gripping her halberd tightly, crouched low as if ready to charge at any moment.

'Preparations complete.'

I firmly secured my seated position against the tree.

Back straight.

Hands gripped the crossbow firmly but gently, so as not to disturb the aim.

I looked to where the crossbow tip pointed.

The crossbow tip rested on the small speck atop the watchtower.

I regulated my breath.

As my chest settled, the bobbing tip stopped moving.

My surroundings blurred, and only the tip of the bolt and the small speck remained sharp and bright.

The wind rushing past my ears softened, and then silence fell.

Now.

Twang!

I watched the bolt fly from the string.

I've shot thousands of times, watched the result thousands of times.

The bolt soared into the sky, cutting through the air, seemed suspended for a moment, then plunged towards the ground.

Thwack.

My ears heard the sound of tearing flesh. Followed entirely by the sound of something rolling on the ground.

“Hoooo...”

As I exhaled the breath I’d held, my narrowed vision returned to normal.

These sounds are already familiar.

Repetitive training creates talent where none existed, and five years of effort weren't wasted.

To me, it was just the sound of impact, but to someone else, it was the signal to charge.

“Here I go!!!!!!!”

From afar, the valiant woman's hearty battle cry echoed.

That was quite the battle cry.
Chapter 34: Extermination (2)
“Haha!! Hahahaha!!!”

A roar of laughter like thunder echoed through the forest.

It wasn't just a figure of speech. It was a burst of madness so intense that even the enraged Kobolds momentarily flinched.

“Today, I shall carve my name here with honor and glory!!!”

Each step added speed; the Halberd swung back, glinting silver and adding brilliance to the madness.

“Kkieek! Kkiik!”

Was it the absence of mourning, or was Blanche’s presence simply too overwhelming to notice?

The Kobolds who spotted Blanche charging through the forest began moving in unison, communicating in their own way.

The distance between Blanche and the fortress shortened. The gazes of the Kobolds, clutching their spears, fixed on Blanche’s ever-clearer form.

“For the ancestors! For honor and glory!!!”

Like any Demi-human charging onto the Battlefield, Blanche’s legs crossed even faster, with a war cry meant to reach her predecessors through her deeds.

Then,

Thump!

All that running culminated in a leap, the ground sinking under the ear-ringing push-off.

Elasticity filled her bent knees as the muscles of her thighs and calves contracted to their limits.

Bang!

Blanche’s form, kicking off the shattering ground, left an afterimage as it soared towards the top of the fortress.

The Halberd blade, filled with killing intent, disappeared behind her back, following the handle gripped in her hand. Spear tips thrust towards the mid-air Blanche.

“Kkik.”

It was a cry like a sneer.

The Kobolds thought they could easily block it. They vaguely imagined her being futilely stopped, pierced by the spears in their hands.

They never doubted that even if the Halberd blade reached first, the other idiots beside them would act as shields.

Grotesque sneers spread across the Kobolds' faces, their mouths watering at the thought of feasting on the prey that had walked right into their grasp.

Until they saw Blanche’s triumphant smile hidden behind her forcefully pulled-back arm.

A powerfully twisted waist added rotational force. She fiercely swung the Halberd, imbued with the power stored in her strong core.

Whooosh—!

The Halberd cut through the air, drawing a crescent moon; reflected sunlight flashed momentarily, leaving a silver thread.

“Kkiik…?”

Where the Flash Strike passed, the Kobolds' upper bodies slowly slid apart along the line.

Splaaash!

Red Blood burst out along that line like an explosion as the severed upper bodies of the Kobolds tumbled through the air.

Thudududuk.

What were once 5 became 10 pieces from the Flash Strike; innards densely packed within their short bodies spilled gruesomely onto the dirt floor, along with halved spear shafts.

“Kkieeek!!”

The sole Kobold surviving the merciless slash lunged, stabbing at the side of Blanche, who had landed atop the fortress.

But Blanche didn’t even spare it a glance, merely preparing for her next leap into the fortress from her crouched landing position.

She already knew that pathetic creature was there.

But to her, it wasn't even worth wasting time on.

Piiing—!

“Keuk!”

Because the reliable ally watching her back would take care of it.

Ignoring the corpse with a Bolt embedded in its head falling below, Blanche leaped into the midst of the huddled Kobold pack.

“Kkiik! Kkieek!”

“Silence! Sacrifices for my honor and glory!!!”

She flew towards the distractingly screeching Kobolds, shouting them down. The butt end of her reverse-gripped Halberd pierced the skull of the Kobold beneath her, embedding itself in the ground.

“Huuut!”

Pulling the Halberd from the ground—it had pierced the Kobold's head like a Display of Severed Head—Blanche let out a kiai and spun once with the Halberd's blade raised,

The already blood-soaked Halberd swung, cleanly severing the Kobolds’ torsos and scattering them into the air.

Splurt!

Blanche slung the Halberd, now cleansed of the absorbed Blood, onto her shoulder and grinned boldly, her eyes gleaming with the thrill of battle.

“Haha! This isn't even a warm-up!”

She looked every bit the spirited heroine, reveling in combat.

Fear crept into the eyes of the Kobolds who witnessed the fortress breached and a dozen of their kin brutally torn apart in two Blows.

But she wasn't the only symbol of death looming over them.

Thump!

A massive, greyish figure landed behind the Kobold group surrounding Blanche.

“Kki… Kkiek…”

A half-crushed Kobold under Hoe Suki’s foot let out a final death rattle as its arm trembled and fell limp to the ground.

Kicking the corpse stuck to her foot away like shaking off trash from her shoe, Hoe Suki let out a low growl at the Kobold pack.

Two nightmares had descended upon the Kobolds.


◈

It’s over.

Twaaang.

I drew the String habitually, but aside from the one trying to flank Blanche, there weren't many chances for me to step in.

If this were a Monster movie, the real vivid, living scene would be down there.

Where the elegantly swung Halberd passed, the Spot was filled with things that used to be Kobolds, bisected.

As Hoe Suki charged to break through the gate, a Kobold slammed into the fortress wall by her heavy fist. That makes five already.

Finally, after grabbing a dazed Kobold in her jaws and tossing it out of the fortress, Hoe Suki hunched her upper body and drove her shoulder forward,

Crash…!

She literally smashed through the fortress gate, the sound of destruction reaching even this far.

“Wow…”

So refreshing.

I made the plan specifying Kobolds as humans, but aren't they collapsing too easily?

It's fortunate, though...

Glancing down slightly, the dizzying height greeted me.

......

...No, it was necessary work.

I firmly believed it must be.

Haaah, how am I supposed to get back down...


◈

“Um, is there really any need for us to intervene?”

Frien stared at the Kobold fortress, her mouth as wide open as her eyes.

She was just being polite; the others were also too stunned, staring blankly at the half-destroyed fortress, to do anything else.

They surveyed the wrecked fortress as they slowly headed inside.

Since things had already entered a lull and become quiet, they had forgotten they even needed to rush into the fortress.

Having passed through the gate blown open as if by an explosion and crossed the horrific field of Kobold corpses, they found Blanche in the courtyard center, leaning her Halberd on her shoulder, and Hoe Suki picking flesh from under her fingernails.

“Is it over?”

“As you can see.”

Blanche replied to Helene’s question nonchalantly, as if it were nothing.

However, contrary to her tone, her expression wasn't exactly bright.

“What a mess.”

As Lakus, having descended from his sniping Spot, entered the fortress, awkwardly navigating the obstructive field of corpses, Blanche pointed towards a building with her chin, her expression grave.

“Lak. I found something suspicious.”

“Suspicious?”

“You’ll know when you see it.”

Following Blanche, who took the lead, they opened a loosely creaking door and entered the building.

Inside the building, shattered pottery and boxes were thickly coated in dust.

But something else caught their attention.

“A basement?”

A basement entrance wide enough for three people greeted them. Its depth couldn't be gauged, as not even a speck of light penetrated it.

“I might not know much, but are Kobolds smart enough to build a basement like this?”

At Lakus's question, even Helene lost her smile, and her complexion clouded over.

“No. They can make simple items, but not construct facilities of this scale.”

"Shit."

Although it was Lakus's low, coarse curse, it didn't feel unpleasant because everyone shared the same feeling.

“Lakus. Look at this.”

Hoe Suki showed Lakus a piece of cloth she’d found, sniffing the air.

As the received piece of cloth unfolded with a rustle, its identity was revealed.

Women's clothing. Moreover, it was small clothing, the kind a child would wear.

“There’s more similar stuff over there.”

Hoe Suki’s fingertip pointed to where clothes of similar size were piled messily.

A rough estimate indicated more than 10 pieces.

Instantly, Lakus’s eyes twitched, and he clenched the clothes in his hand tightly.

“These fucking animal bastards.”

Cursing through tightly clenched teeth, veins bulged on his neck.

“It seems this place might have been a temporary shelter for illegal Slave Traders.”

After looking around once, Helene said, and Lakus’s gaze turned to her.

She flinched momentarily at the murderous intent flashing in his eyes, but knowing the situation warranted such anger, Helene explained to him.

“Recently, illegal slave traders have been rampant within the kingdom. The targets are mainly female, and various races, including the Human Race, are continuously disappearing within the kingdom.”

“This is one of those places?”

“Yes.”

“So there are many more like this…”

Although the whereabouts of the original slave traders were unknown, Lakus deeply prayed that the goddamn lowlifes had met a painful end in a monster's belly.

Lakus’s gaze shifted to the basement, staring into the darkness that settled like the bleak future of the slaves captured by slave traders even in broad daylight. He handed his Crossbow to Ben.

Drawing the longsword from the sword belt re-fastened at his waist, Lakus cracked his neck violently.

“What are the chances of survivors?”

Frien, who had been hesitatingly moving her lips at the quietly asked question, finally spoke.

“Kobolds can reproduce regardless of race. Probably… they are alive.”

'They are alive.'

Not wanting to know what those words implied, Lakus’s face twisted even more hideously.

“Blan, Ben and Helene, stay here. Hoe Suki, Arming sword guy, Pere and Frien, you’re coming down with me.”

No one questioned Lakus’s orders. They merely checked their Weapons amidst the grim atmosphere.

It was tacit agreement.

Leaving weapon types difficult to wield in narrow passages and the unarmed personnel above ground, Lakus prepared to enter the basement with the remaining members.

Immediately after the Order, Lakus tore a scroll he took from his pouch without hesitation.

“Magelight?”

“Going down.”

After Frien’s words and seeing the faint orb of light around him, Lakus took the lead down into the basement.

Thud. Thud.

Descending the stairs shrouded in darkness and reaching the basement, Lakus and his party walked along the long, straight passage.

The fresh air flowing from above ground gradually began to feel heavy,

and as they advanced, their brows started to furrow at the nauseating stench mixed into the stuffy air.

“The smell is atrocious.”

Hoe Suki, standing behind Lakus, grimaced fiercely.

The smell of old Blood.

The stench of filth clinging to the nasal membranes, mixed with dust.

Even a faint, anger-provoking fishy smell.

A chaotic mix of foul odors.

Occasionally, they saw filthy beds and restraining devices in small, doorless rooms along the passage, hinting at the atrocities that had occurred.

“Worse than beasts.”

Passing by the catalysts that wouldn’t let his anger subside, the party ventured deeper and soon found a room with a rusty, loosely hanging padlock on an iron door.

“Hoe Suki, break it down. The rest of you, watch the opposite passage.”

“Understood.”

“Okay.”

As Lakus stepped back under the watchful eyes of the party, Hoe Suki stood before the iron door instead and began kicking it.

Bang!

Bang!

The door shuddered under Hoe Suki’s kicks, raising dust.

Bang!

Finally, as the hinges loosened, Hoe Suki leaned her shoulder against the door and pushed with force. Soon, with a harsh metallic screech, the door gave way as the nails popped out.

Thump!

Beyond the iron door that fell, unable to bear its own weight, Lakus's eyes took in the sight.

It was a space devoid of light. A heavy step entered the darkness that swallowed even light,

and in the silence that consumed even the sound of footsteps, the light orb hovering around him illuminated the darkness along the walls.

And beneath that light, a despair deeper than darkness revealed itself.

“Ah… Ah…”

“P-Please save us…”

“No… No…”

Those robbed of freedom and deprived of the light that should be shared equally by all shielded their eyes from the light emanating from the orb, tried to crawl forward with emaciated limbs as if seeing a final salvation in the returned light, or huddled further into corners, believing even this to be a nightmare.

“...”

Silently looking down at the sprouts sacrificed to base desire and greed, a speechless gaze falls to the floor.

A headache washes over him.

“Lakus! There’s a suspicious sound from deeper inside!”

Hoe Suki’s voice, cutting through the headache encroaching upon his mind, pulled Lakus’s consciousness back.

Still unable to shake off the deep remnants of pain, Lakus emerged into the passage and asked.

“Numbers?”

“Many. More than were upstairs. And I hear bigger footsteps.”

Frien explained, seeing Lakus's frown.

“They seem to be evolved individuals. If they're Kobolds, they'll be Koboldtan.”

“Are they strong?”

“The individuals themselves aren't a problem, but their ability to lead other Kobolds makes them dangerous.”

Fear from this narrow passage made Frien’s voice tremble faintly.

Hearing Frien's explanation, Lakus quickly racked his brain despite the nagging headache.

They’d found the missing people, but all were too weak to move easily. They lacked the hands or time to carry them out one by one.

…Kkieeeeek.

Previously unheard sounds from beyond the passage now reached his ears.

Explosion Scroll? Risk of collapse.

Flash Scroll? Useless if a large number pushes through the narrow passage.

Flame oil? No ignition source.

Caltrops? Pissing on frostbitten feet.

“Fucking hell.”

It's hopeless. All the tools I have are useless.

What do I do?

This question surfaces in his mind.

Chaotic footsteps and grotesque cries from afar grew louder down the passage, spreading urgency through his body.

Drawn by the increasingly close, chilling sounds, his gaze shifts back towards the passage he came from.

His frown deepens.

He could survive by turning back and running now, escaping the aura of death crawling from the darkness and seeing the light again.

Reason and instinct began to battle on the scales at the crossroads of survival.

However.

From behind him, a sobbing voice arose from trembling hands.

“P-Please…”

Following the faint voice, his gaze slowly returned to the hopeless room.

The barely flickering embers are dying out. He gritted his teeth, a clicking sound echoing.

These are lives already abandoned by the world, and I'm supposed to abandon them again?

“Bullshit.”

It wasn't even worth thinking.

“This world really is fucked up.”

Right, nothing's changed, this damn world.

Instead of a final word, the tip of his sword flashed towards the passage, shattering the scales he'd been weighing.
Chapter 35: Anthill (1)
Countless questions spring to mind.

How did they survive?

Where have those Kobolds been until now?

Did they hear the iron door and find us?

Was it a Trap?

Doubts and questions continued to pile up relentlessly, yet,

“Lakus!”

The slowly approaching threat gave him no time to even think.

At Hoe Suki’s urgent voice, Lakus quickly assessed the situation.

There were countless heads to cut off, and they were merely five people.

They had come too deep to hope the ground team would notice the change and find them.

Numerically and strategically, all conditions were overwhelmingly disadvantageous.

Amidst the bizarre cries still echoing throughout the passage, every circumstance urged him once again to flee.

‘Screw that.’

Ignoring the warning in his head, his eyes began searching for anything useful against the Kobolds.

This place had long been abandoned and turned into a Monster den. Nothing helpful was visible, and Lakus’s insides burned as quickly as his gaze swept around.

Useless junk and trash flashed rapidly across his vision, and then, a massive, non-functional iron door caught Lakus's eye.

‘If it's that.’

A plan forming in his mind, Lakus pointed a finger at the iron door.

“Hoe Suki! Can you lift that?”

“Leave it to me.”

At his command, Hoe Suki strode towards the iron door.

As Hoe Suki grabbed the iron door and took a shallow breath, the door, which seemed immovable, lifted.

“What should I do with it?”

“Lay it sideways like a shield and block the passage.”

“Got it.”

Hoe Suki dragged the iron door past them. Standing at the forefront, she propped the horizontally wide iron door on her shoulder like a shield.

Having thus established a defensive line with the iron door, Lakus issued instructions to the remaining members.

“I’ll take the right gap. Arming sword, you take the left.”

“Understood.”

“Frien, cover us. Sling or Longsword, doesn't matter.”

“Okay.”

On his command, Alex and Frien took their respective positions. Having witnessed the horrors, they had also long abandoned any thought of fleeing.

Finally, his gaze turned to Pere.

“Pere, bring the people on the surface as quickly as possible. You’re the fastest among us.”

“...Understood.”

Though uneasy about leaving Lakus in danger, Pere obeyed his command and immediately ran towards the exit passage.

Leaving Pere behind, Lakus turned back and mobilized every means at his disposal.

He scattered all the caltrops beyond the passage and carefully placed the remaining three Flash Scrolls within easy reach.

The flame oil was securely fastened to his waist, ready to be thrown into the enemies’ eyes if needed.

And finally,

Lakus's hand, holding the Explosion Scroll, trembled faintly. To hide the tremor, his fist clenched tightly.

‘I hope I don't have to use this.’

Assuming the worst-case scenario, he secured the last remaining Explosion Scroll inside his Gauntlet, separate from the Flash Scrolls.

The preparations were complete. Now, it was time to either endure and survive, or break and fall.

“Kiiieeeeeek!!”

From beyond the passage, untouched by the mining light, the sound of footsteps shaking the earth mingled with rapidly approaching cries.

“Block!!!”

With his shout, a Kobold leaped out from the darkness, spear raised.

Slice!

The Longsword immediately separated the Kobold's head from its body, splattering thick blood onto the iron door as it fell to the floor.

Immediately after, more Kobolds appeared before them.

Thump! Thump! Thump! Thump!

“Kugh!”

“Hold on!!!”

Dozens of Kobolds slammed into the iron door like battering rams, forcing even Hoe Suki to groan under the strain.

Soon, Kobolds clinging to the door began pounding it with their bodies and weapons, the harsh metallic sounds grating on their nerves.

“These damn vermin!!!”

Lakus cursed, slicing down the Kobolds clinging to the door one by one. Meanwhile, Alex blocked incoming spears with his Targe and cut down Kobolds trying to crawl under the door with his Arming sword.

“Frien!!”

Lakus, swinging his Longsword relentlessly, spotted a Kobold trying to climb over the iron door.

Thwack!

“Keck!”

With his shout, a stone flew through the air, crushing the Kobold's skull, its body tumbling backward.

“Don’t let a single one over! If even one gets past, we’re all dead!”

His voice was drowned out by the pounding on the iron door and the Kobolds' cries, but they knew too well the consequences if even one got through.

The moment the fragile balance collapsed, they would be mercilessly swept away by the flood of spear points and scrambling feet.

Lakus’s commands and shouts continued alongside his frenzied Longsword swings.

Slash. Block. Stab. Occasionally batting away incoming spears with the Longsword, or if even that failed, deflecting the impact point with his Gauntlet.

The fierce defensive battle continued relentlessly.

“Huff... Huff...”

As time passed and the pile of corpses grew, his Longsword blows, dulled by cutting through Kobold fat and flesh, gradually weakened, and his arm began to ache from the increased force required.

Panting, Lakus glanced sideways at his companions to assess the situation.

Alex was still holding strong, but his Targe, blocking ruthless attacks, was starting to crack, resulting in increasingly incomplete defense and minor wounds.

Frien, now out of stones for her Sling, stood at the front, swinging her dulled Longsword with the last of her strength.

Hoe Suki, her back and arms ragged from spear thrusts and cuts as their counterattacks weakened, began to tremble under the weight of the heavy iron door, now further burdened by Kobold corpses.

Unlike him and his increasingly exhausted companions, the Kobolds, multiplying even as they were killed, began using the corpses as stepping stones to leap forward.

The situation was rapidly deteriorating.

‘Just how many are there...!’

He, too, was nearing his limit.

Stabbing deep into the abdomen of a Kobold leaping at his face and sending it flying to the other side, Lakus groaned as he saw the surging Kobold horde.

‘Wait... could it be?’

A memory flashed through his mind.

‘I heard that about 500 were once found in a Kobold Habitat that had grown in an uninhabited area.’

As Frien's words came back to him, Lakus’s face contorted instantly.

“Fuck. This is it?”

The Kallax Mountains, where Monsters dwell.

A place deserted enough for illegal slave traders to operate.

And an environment suitable for breeding and multiplication.

All the conditions matched.

They had cut down roughly 100 Kobolds so far. Consequently, roughly 400 more remained.

Did they have to do this four more times when they were barely holding on?

And the evolved Koboldtan hadn't even shown its face?

An overwhelming sense of powerlessness threatened to engulf him, but he steeled his wavering heart and stabbed his Longsword into the brow of a Kobold charging right before his eyes.

‘No. It’s just an assumption. Support will come soon. Until then...!’

He tried desperately to inject hope into his mind, but despair lingered.

“Kugh!”

“Alex!”

A follow-up attack shattered the Targe blocking the spearhead, and Alex collapsed.

Clang!

The Arming sword fell to the ground, and Kobolds surged through the momentary gap.

“N-No!”

Frien hastily swung her Longsword to block the breached defensive line, but she was no match for the Kobold horde that had begun to push through.

Like a sandcastle swept away by a wave, everything crumbled.

As death loomed, his heart began to pound frantically.

The quickening pulse and slowing breaths echoed in his ears, and desperate scenes unfolded before him.

Alex, fallen and defenseless, stabbed repeatedly by spears, yet gripping the spear shaft aimed at his face, resisting.

Frien, pushing away clinging Kobolds, yet her form gradually collapsing to the ground.

Hoe Suki, her skin ragged from the agony of spear and blade wounds, head bowed low, teeth clenched, refusing to let go of the propped iron door.

His head, which had turned to look at his companions, lifted.

‘Is this the end.’

Despair cast a shadow over his face.

Helplessness slowly enveloped his body, and the grip on his Longsword began to loosen.

‘No.’

The Longsword hilt slipping from his grasp was gripped tightly once more.

‘I can’t die here.’

There was still work to be done.

He had to save Hoe Suki, save them, save the fading young ember.

With that resolve.

Finally, his world returned to its normal speed.

Slice!

Thud!

The neck of a Kobold attacking Frien flew into the air. Another Kobold's head slammed against the wall, crushed by a kick.

“Close your eyes!!!”

With the warning, Lakus pulled out a Flash Scroll with his empty left hand and tore it with his teeth.

A blinding flash momentarily filled the passage, and the Kobolds that had crossed the iron door writhed in pain from the intense light searing their eyes.

Shhhaack!

Lakus, having beheaded the defenseless Kobold, picked up Alex’s fallen Arming sword with his left hand.

“Yeah, you bastards!!! Bring it on!!!”

The horizontal swing of the Longsword, dulled into a blunt weapon, crushed a Kobold's temple. The similarly dulled Arming sword, swung diagonally, shattered and tore off another Kobold's jaw.

His brutal onslaught continued relentlessly.

The swords in his hands mercilessly struck the heads of Kobolds crossing the iron door.

Crushed, broken, and pulped chunks of flesh, hit by his blade, scattered in all directions.

There was no technique, no footwork, no foundation.

He simply swung as he pleased, following the flow.

His swordsmanship looked like a desperate struggle, akin to bludgeoning with swords, merely crushing the opponent.

Having dealt with the Kobolds at the iron door, Lakus ran towards it, holding a Flash Scroll and Alex's Arming sword in his left hand.

Thump.

The iron door made a dull sound as it supported him.

Standing atop it, he once again put a Flash Scroll in his mouth and tore it.

Another flash erupted, spreading through the darkness-filled passage beyond.

From where he stood to the unseen end of the passage, it was packed solid with Kobolds.

And far beyond the rippling Kobold horde,

“There you are?”

A human-sized Kobold's silhouette flickered in the flash before disappearing, catching his eye.

He knew instinctively.

The Koboldtan. That thing was there.

“You die by my hand today.”

To put an end to things here, he leaped into the Kobold horde, the last remaining Flash Scroll clenched in his mouth.
Chapter 36: Anthill (2)
Thud!!

Stab!!

I doubted whether that sound could truly come from swinging a sword, but seeing their heads shatter with each blow was satisfying.

Thump!!

How impressive is it that I'm holding my own this well with such crude skill?

Crack!!

I don't know how many I killed. I just kept running, striking, kicking, and stomping everything in sight.

Crushing their skulls.

The dull sword swung, breaking neck bones.

Nearly tripping, I stomped on a face knocked down by my kick with my Walker boot.

Crack!!

My shoulder felt like it would dislocate with every swing, and my numbing arm nearly dropped the sword countless times.

When my knees suddenly gave out and I staggered, my vision blurred for a moment.

Stab!

Suddenly, as if struck, my vision swayed left and right. I felt something foreign in my left side, obstructing my swing of the Arming sword.

Strangely, it didn't hurt. I have no idea why.

My limbs and torso, scraped by blind blades, had long since stained my clothes red.

I never had the luxury to care about such things in the first place.

Not a glancing blow, but an attack aimed squarely at my side.

Their eyes were recovering from the flash.

I tore the last Flash Scroll I had clenched between my teeth.

"Kiiiieek!"

I kicked the foremost one, blinded just as it charged.

After that, I crushed those of similar low intelligence.

One. Then another.

And another one.

Ting!!

The Longsword, slashing diagonally, crushed a Kobold's shoulder and broke. The broken blade spun away and bounced off the wall.

Through my heaving breaths, I saw the Longsword, less than half its length remaining. The broken top edge, shorter than the Arming sword, looked quite sharp.

Just right for shoving into their necks.

I dashed forward, holding the Longsword in a reverse grip.

My job hasn't changed.

I cut. Stabbed. Slashed. Burst them open.

Blood splattered all over my body. Blood seeping from scratches and stab wounds soaked my clothes, making them incredibly heavy. My limbs trembled, my whole body creaked.

But I didn't feel any of that right now.

I think this happened a few times during my mercenary days, but I don't remember clearly.

Doesn't matter.

Time is directly linked to lifespan. To maximize the effect of the Flash Scroll, I had no capacity to worry about such things.

Until the effect of the last torn Flash Scroll was about to end, I just repeated that series of actions, over and over.

And then, I finally reached it.

"Huff... Huff..."

"Krhung."

I stood before that thing.

'Damn, it's huge.'

I tilted my head up to see its face.

Tusks jutting out, and a bluish body.

Its muscular arm holding the Axe twitched as if ready to strike at any moment.

Bloodshot eyes looked down, and I couldn't tell if it was amazed I broke through its horde, or if it found my standing before it pathetic.

Ptui.

I spat out the mouthful of blood that had pooled in my mouth.

"What are you staring at, you bastard."

I pointed behind me with my thumb.

A mountain of corpses piled high with Kobolds, minced by Longswords and Arming swords—indistinguishable from clubs—and trampled by advance.

I couldn't remember all the faces of the ones I crushed while running, but there were fewer than the worst-case scenario I'd imagined.

"Just how great are you that you stand back there with your arms crossed like some scholar while all your subordinates die? Or what? You think you can just make more?"

Still, the thing just stared down silently, without any reaction.

A dry laugh escapes me at my own state.

I must be crazy too.

Trying to converse with a damn Monster, charging into this horde alone, trying to fight it with broken weapons.

Support should have arrived by now.

If it's Blanche and Pere, they'll do more than fine.

Hoe Suki. Tsk. Her back and arms were a mess.' Thanks to her holding on until the end, I bought quite some time.

Somehow, I managed to drag things out this far.

Everything will be alright.

It has to be...

"Haaa..."

I'm tired.

So tired.

Tak!

I immediately darted towards the creature's inside.

Its form gradually grew closer.

Whoosh!!

The thrown, half-broken Longsword flew towards its face like a boomerang.

Ting!!

The sword flying at its face was blocked by the raised Axe, making a metallic sound.

Doesn't matter. I was satisfied with obstructing its vision for a moment.

Squish!

I pulled out the spear lodged in my side. A spray of blood trailed the spearhead as it exited the torn wound.

"Hup!"

I drew my arm back, assuming a javelin-throwing stance.

Screech!

As I put weight on my forward left foot, friction built between the ground and my Walker.

Target: abdomen.

Swiiiish!!

The spearhead flew from my fingertips, rushing towards the Koboldtan's abdomen like lightning.

Thud!

"Krrrk!"

A direct hit. The spear, deep in its abdomen, made the creature stagger.

An opening.

As its body swayed, I swung the Arming Sword towards its side.

Rip!

"Damn it!"

The wound is shallow.

The Arming Sword, too short compared to the Longsword, didn't move as intended.

Even overlooking all that, the sword's dulled edge had lost its sharpness long ago.

Whoosh!

A chilling sensation ran down my spine. In my peripheral vision, the highly raised axe blade glinted in the light source. I reflexively rolled to dodge the axe poised to strike straight down.

Crash!

An indentation marked the ground, stone fragments scattered, and flying debris momentarily pelted my body.

Through the rising dust, the axe flew horizontally, tearing through the air.

"That was almost fucked."

Shaking off the goosebumps spreading through my body, I reset my stance. Dodging those deadly blows put me behind the creature.

It pulled the axe embedded in the wall free and turned towards me.

In the confrontation, I racked my brain.

A weapon that won't cut. A confined space. Speed belying its size.

The escape route back the way I came was blocked.

The conclusion came quickly.

'Hold out.'

Until Blanche and Pere arrive.


◈

Tak! Tak! Tak!

Footsteps as urgent as her heart echoed through the dark passage.

"Damn it! I should have just followed him!"

Blanche couldn't contain her frustration and yelled.

Hearing the news from Pere, she rushed towards Lakus. Despair made her grip the halberd shaft tighter.

Blanche ran like that for a while.

Just as her face hardened upon catching the metallic scent of blood amidst the confusing mix of rotten smells and stale dust,

Moving forward, relying solely on her senses in the darkness, a faint flickering red light revealed several figures in her eyes.

"Las!"

Her expression brightened slightly at the quiet situation, which seemed to have entered a lull.

However, what she could confirm was,

"What? Why is it just you guys?"

Upon arriving, she found only ailing figures groaning on the floor like defeated soldiers, illuminated solely by torchlight.

In a surge of anger that lost its target, Blanche's voice filled with agitation.

"Where's Lak!"

"Inside..."

Hoe Suki, naked from her transformation and exhausted, laboriously raised her battered arm and pointed in the direction Lakus had disappeared.

Her face was stained with the shame of not being helpful to Lakus, but that was none of Blanche's concern.

"That idiot again...!"

Guessing the dire situation that drove that fool to recklessly charge into the enemy camp, she dashed down the passage, now a sea of blood and Kobold corpses.

Initially filled with corpses bearing clean cuts, the passage transitioned to grotesque bodies, increasingly crushed and mangled.

Blanche's heart almost sank when she saw the fragment of a Longsword lying forlornly on the blood-soaked floor, but seeing no sign of him, she clung to a sliver of hope and ran forward.

Crash!

"You think you can hit anything like that! You bastard!"

Finally hearing the rough swearing from afar, Blanche's expression brightened considerably.

'Lak!'

Her body picked up even more speed.

Swiftly passing corpses, she saw the Koboldtan's back as it retrieved its axe from the wall, and Lakus rolling on the floor to avoid it.

His state was a complete mess.

His brown Coat was soaked blackish-red with blood, and his face was smeared with flowing blood.

But his eyes gleamed with murderous intent and willpower, spurring Blanche to push her legs even harder.

Skewer!

"Kraaaaaah!"

Instead of swinging in the narrow passage, the tip of the Halberd, thrust like a spear, pierced through the Koboldtan's back.

Attacked unexpectedly from behind, the Koboldtan's body staggered forward a few steps before stopping.

The Koboldtan turned its head to glare at the ruffian who attacked its back, but Blanche responded with a snort, twisting the shaft and pressing her advantage with more force.

Swish!

Lakus swung his Arming Sword, striking the distracted Koboldtan.

It was an attack that exploited an opening, but it still failed to be an effective blow against the Koboldtan.

'The wound is still shallow.'

He wondered what happened when the Koboldtan momentarily staggered, but realizing Blanche had joined, he tried to press the advantage, but his weapon wasn't cooperating.

Although Blanche's arrival improved the situation, it was still an unfavorable fight.

In the narrow passage where she couldn't use even half the Halberd's power, Blanche had to bear the disadvantage, and Lakus, with an inadequate weapon, found it difficult to capitalize on the opportunities she created.

'What should I do.'

His eyes, racking his brain, fell on the half-broken Longsword he had thrown to obstruct its vision.

Its edge was long dead, but the broken surface was sharp.

"Blan! Pull it towards you!"

"What?! Okay, got it!"

Yanking the shaft hard, the Halberd blade dug into the pierced Kobold's body, securing it.

It struggled, swinging its axe wildly in pain, but Blanche wasn't one to be intimidated by an axe blade that couldn't reach, and she stood her ground like a deep-rooted ancient tree, suppressing the creature.

Slide.

Bam! Bam!

'Now.'

Watching the wildly swinging axe, Lakus timed his entry. He grabbed the Longsword in a reverse grip and leaped towards the Koboldtan.

Stab!

It lodged firmly in the Koboldtan's chest.

"Just die already!!"

Lakus's body, hanging in the air, fell with gravity. The Longsword, embedded up to the Handguard, sliced straight down from the Koboldtan's chest, through the solar plexus, to the abdomen.

Splatter!

Organs spilled out from the wide-open wound, like a chicken gutted for market day.

The Koboldtan's weight decreased as organs spilled out. The creature hanging on the Halberd's tip trembled violently, then went limp.

"Lak!"

Blanche tossed the skewered corpse aside, Halberd and all, and dragged Lakus, buried amidst the immense pile of spilled guts, out and leaned him against the wall.

Lakus wiped pieces of entrails and sticky monster blood from his face and flicked his hand clean against the floor.

"Ugh. This thing smells truly foul. Don't touch it, Blan. It won't be a pleasant feeling."

"Damn it! Hey! Are you going to keep acting so recklessly!"

"Oof."

Her clenched fist thumped Lakus's shoulder. It didn't hurt much, but the slight tears welling in her eyes made Lakus's heart ache more than his body.

"It was the best choice."

'The best, but reckless.'

Charging heedlessly into a battlefield where the number of remaining enemies was unknown was foolish in itself.

But if he hadn't, the people at the defensive line and the children wouldn't have been safe.

"Still, I succeeded because Blan taught me the basics of swordsmanship. That's Blan for you."

"Next time, just run away."

"I'll try, depending on the situation."

"You never say you absolutely will."

"Because words once spoken cannot be taken back."

Blanche let out a deep sigh at his calm reply.

"Let's head back for now. There's probably still a lot to sort out, and staying in this filthy place will only worsen the wounds."

"Let's do that."

Lakus struggled to his feet, wincing at the pain radiating from his protesting body and wounds.

"By any chance, did Pere come along too?"

"She should be right behind us? Why do you ask?"

Blanche asked, turning around as she retrieved her Halberd. Lakus, clutching the side where the spear had been pulled out, spoke with difficulty.

"Because... I think I might actually die this time."

His tone was like he was joking aimlessly, but the corners of his awkwardly smiling mouth trembled faintly.
Chapter 37: Temporary Alliance
“Good heavens. You subjugated Monsters in this state?”

“Yes... somehow...”

Pere, half-naked and sitting on the couch prepared inside the carriage, knelt before me examining my injuries, eyes wide as saucers.

“The pain must have been severe. It’s amazing you didn’t Faint.”

“Honestly, I feel like I could Faint right now. Ugh!”

“You probably should, for the sake of resting. At least then you wouldn’t be likely to die.”

Without warning, the potion she poured onto the wound sent searing pain digging into my side. Through my grimacing vision, Pere looked slightly angry, or so it seemed.

“Let’s finish with the side wound first, then check the rest. At least nothing seems broken.”

“Yep.”

While her hands busily applied bandages to the minor cuts treated with healing ointment, and the side wound slowly mended from the potion, my body was gradually covered.

“You’re still as reckless with your body as ever. You aren’t usually like this, but every time you return in such a state, you look closer to being a corpse.”

“Well, Pere... you made my heart sink last time too, so maybe we can call it even... Aah!”

“Is that situation the same as this one?”

“No, ma’am...”

She really is angry.

After the stinging treatment on my upper body finished, Pere, now treating the injury on my leg, continued in a somber voice.

“I understand the situation. Those children, they must have suffered unspeakably harsh things. The Support Division Chief was always soft on things like that.”

Pere, who knew my personality well from our years together, spoke as she carefully applied bandages to my thigh, slowly healing from the potion.

That must be why she followed my instruction to call for Support.

“But just as you tried to protect those young children, Support Division Chief, the Guild Master and that young White Fang will also be deeply hurt if you get injured.”

“...I’ll be careful.”

“You can’t just say that. Both the young White Fang and the Guild Master rely on you heavily, Support Division Chief.”

Hoe Suki sniffs my body odor, and Blanche, jealous, snuck in at night to try and have sex with me. How could I not know?

Hit by these heavy facts, I couldn’t meet Pere’s gaze and looked away. Her sharp eyes made me uncomfortable, so I changed the subject.

“How are Hoe Suki and the others?”

“The young White Fang is fine now. The other two are also improving.”

A moment of silence followed, and Pere’s expression darkened as she let out a faint sigh.

“Those children didn’t have many external injuries, but they were suffering from severe malnutrition. The wounds on their genitals were also severe. We treated them, but I believe the emotional scars will be greater.”

Her tone was like a doctor clearly stating a diagnosis, highlighting how Pere, also a mother to two young children, must feel.

“The children, what will happen to them?”

“The Employer decided to take them in. After treating them, they said they would either find their parents or entrust them to a temple orphanage.”

Treatment. Treatment, huh.

Can the ‘treatment’ they speak of truly heal the wounds in those children’s hearts?

My feelings grew complicated.


◈

After receiving treatment from Pere and exiting the carriage, I saw the campsite. It was set up on the ground where the corpses had been cleanly removed.

Looking at the sky, the sun was beginning to set.

Too much time had been spent getting organized, making it awkward to move now. Besides, despite the rolled corpses, there probably wasn’t a safer campsite than this one enclosed by wooden walls.

“Lak?”

“Lakus?”

Voices called out from both sides as soon as I left the carriage. Turning, I saw Blanche and Hoe Suki.

Standing apart at an awkward distance, the two approached me.

“Are you okay?”

“Of course. Are your injuries okay?”

“I received treatment, so I’m fine. And... I’m sorry I couldn’t help.”

I saw her arm wrapped heavily in bandages. Though hidden, Hoe Suki’s torso under her clothes must also be bandaged.

I remembered her stubbornly blocking the passage with the iron door amidst the enemy attack. At the very least, Hoe Suki had no reason to feel sorry towards me.

“You did everything you could. If you hadn’t been there, everyone down below would have died, right? You protected us and those children.”

Feeling pity for her self-deprecating manner, I patted Hoe Suki’s head. She deserved praise for doing her best for the team.

Seeing Hoe Suki’s expression lighten considerably at my words, I turned my gaze to Blanche.

“Sorry for worrying you, Blan.”

“Do we need to talk again about how reckless you were?”

Her tone was sharp, likely due to lingering old feelings. The emotions that had once overflowed were still evident, as the corners of her eyes were slightly swollen.

“Of course not. I’ll be careful not to let this happen again.”

“Don’t just say that. This time was really dangerous.”

I certainly realized it this time, but I still lack practice.

Far from utilizing Venedis's swordsmanship, I forgot even the basic swordsmanship Blanche taught me and just swung wildly.

The number of Kobolds was smaller than expected, and thankfully, we managed to thin their numbers at the defense line. But as Blanche repeatedly emphasized, I knew my actions were reckless and dangerous.

I guess I just got lucky.

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

Seeming unconvinced by my words, Blanche looked at me with one eyebrow raised skeptically, then let out a deep sigh.

“Alright. You don’t have to stand watch tonight, so get plenty of rest. Those guys agreed too.”

It felt awkward receiving special treatment alone, but just for today, I decided to give in and rest properly.

“Thank you for the consideration. I’ll take you up on it just for tonight.”

I was too tired to refuse her kindness.


◈

Blanche quietly watched Lakus head towards the Campfire where the Adventurers were gathered, then shifted her gaze to Hoe Suki, who was looking at the same place.

“Hey. Let’s talk for a moment.”

“What is it?”

“Just follow me.”

When Hoe Suki responded to the call, Blanche led her behind the carriage.

“What did you want to talk about?”

Awkward around Blanche, Hoe Suki wondered why she had been called over.

The most immediate thought was being questioned about why she let Lakus fight to the point of serious injury.

Painfully aware of that reality, and having been brought to this deserted spot, she braced herself for whatever words Blanche might unleash.

At Hoe Suki’s question, Blanche frowned, showing dissatisfaction.

However, her expression seemed less like resentment towards Hoe Suki and more like the whine of a child forced to give up a toy they possessed.

“You. You like Lak, Lakus, don’t you?”

“Ah?”

The question made the resolve she had mentally prepared feel pointless, as if her secret had been exposed, causing her face to flush red. Yet, Blanche’s own face was tinged with seriousness.

Pushing aside her confused feelings, Hoe Suki tried to figure out what Blanche’s question meant, but no suitable answer came to mind.

Perhaps frustrated by this, Blanche started urging her to answer.

“Did you not understand me?”

“N-No, I did.”

Hoe Suki was flustered that Blanche, whom she considered Lakus’s lover, would ask such a question so openly.

'Should I answer honestly, or should I hedge?'

The hesitation itself was ridiculous, but Hoe Suki, wanting to be true to her feelings, could only mumble, avoiding Blanche’s gaze.

“Never mind. Seeing you like this, I don’t need to hear the answer.”

The flushed cheeks. The hesitation to answer the question. Even the brief grin when Lakus patted her head.

There was no need to hear the answer explicitly.

“I’m not good at beating around the bush. I don’t like you, White Fang.”

Her suspicions confirmed, Blanche addressed Hoe Suki viciously.

“I found Lak first, and I was by his side first. I don’t like some female who popped out of nowhere taking his side...The fact that my scent vanished from Lak, and your scent replacing it. I hate it. All of it.”

Pouring out her pent-up feelings, Blanche crossed her arms as if trying to hide her own weakness.

“But there’s a limit to how much I can protect him. I realized that keenly today. I can’t protect Lak alone. I hate to admit it, but if you hadn’t been there today, I might have lost Lak. Lak is as stubborn as I am. He would have tried to protect those kids even if it killed him.”

Her arms tightened as if staunching a painful wound, and Blanche’s spiteful expression settled into one of resolve.

“So, you protect Lak. I don’t like the very idea of another woman being by Lak’s side, but it’s better than losing him because of my selfishness.”

At Blanche’s words, Hoe Suki blinked, staring blankly at Blanche.

To her, it sounded like Blanche was acknowledging her feelings for Lakus and consenting to a rival remaining by his side.

“Is that really okay?”

She asked again, doubting her own ears.

“Yes, I want to always stay by his side, but my position prevents me from always being there.”

The implicit meaning in those words was clear.

'I’ll acknowledge your feelings, so protect Lakus when I am away due to my duties.'

Which meant,

There was no longer anything holding Hoe Suki back,

And she no longer had to rely solely on Lakus’s underwear that carried his musk; it was now acceptable to stay by his side and savor him fully.

The smile usually reserved for Lakus alone appeared on her lips.

“Don’t worry. I will protect Lakus.”

Leaving those words behind, Hoe Suki turned away.

Her steps led towards the blazing Campfire where evening preparations were underway.

Rustle.

Lakus's underwear, pulled from her clothes, its musk had already started fading long ago.

Her cherished item, which she relied on, deepened her thoughts of him with every fight.

Hoe Suki tossed Lakus’s underwear into the Campfire without hesitation.

There was no longer any need to cling to it out of longing.


◈

After that, the journey through the Kallax Mountains was smooth.

After a four-day journey, the destination came into view.

“We made it, somehow.”

Majestic castle walls. The occasional passing Adventurers and Merchant group caravans.

At the end of their journey, they arrived at Falkia, the capital and namesake of the Falkia United Kingdom, their first destination.
Chapter 38: Azazel Esteban
Falkia, the capital of the Falkia United Kingdom.

It was a union of four kingdoms, a nation where the most diverse Races lived together harmoniously.

A unique feature of the Falkia United Kingdom was its public authority's close link with the Adventurer's Guild.

If each kingdom began fostering its own national army, differences in national power would inevitably arise.

This would dilute the union's meaning and create an imbalance in public authority; this system was meant to prevent that beforehand.

Considering the four kingdoms formed the union to prevent annexation by the Empire waging wars of conquest beyond the west, it was a natural progression.

However, due to fairness and power decentralization, gaps in public security emerged, and the Adventurer's Guild was created to fill them.

Under the union's joint operation, instead of individuals wielding force, they used Requests to deal with Monsters descending from the Kallax Mountains and domestic criminals, thus maintaining public security.

This was precisely why Adventurers flourished in the Falkia United Kingdom.

Naturally, people seeking to earn Money gathered, and Merchant groups aiming to sell goods to such individuals also congregated; the gates of Falkia were always bustling.

And that very scene was unfolding right before us.

“Looks like we’ll have to wait quite a while.”

Even sitting on the Driver's Seat, the end wasn’t visible; it seemed we’d have to wait at least a few hours.

“Don’t worry. See the side path next to us? Please drive the carriage that way towards the entrance.”

As I was lamenting, Helene told me to drive the carriage alongside the long queue.

Maybe being a Guild executive means she gets a free pass through inspections.

Following her words, I pulled out of the queue and entered the side path. Each time we passed the line, everyone waiting glanced over with dissatisfied expressions, but I deliberately avoided looking their way.

Upon reaching the castle gate, a Guard tried to stop us.

But Helene immediately stepped forward and presented her Guild card; we received a salute from the Guard and were allowed entry.

She seems to hold quite a high position.

“Let’s head straight to the headquarters. We will settle the remaining payment there.”

Since I had business there anyway, I decided to follow without complaint.

As I drove the carriage straight ahead, Helene, who followed slowly beside me, looked puzzled.

“Do you know where the headquarters is?”

“This isn’t my first time. Thanks to a benefactor, I stayed here for about two years.”

It was quite a long time ago, but not much had changed between then and now.

From familiar Races to unfamiliar ones, all lightly armed, gathered and moved about the streets. They all seemed to be Adventurers.

Moreover, with various Merchant groups setting up shops or street stalls, the bustling crowd added to the vibrant atmosphere, just as I remembered.

Tracing back old memories, the Adventurer's Guild headquarters, impossible to miss, came into view.

Five stories high, spacious enough to easily accommodate several hundred people. Its impressive size was unforgettable.

“I will go handle the report for this incident and entrust the children. If you wait inside, I’ll be back shortly.”

“I was planning to take you by carriage. Is that alright?”

“Thank you for your kindness. However, since ‘Ghost’ must also be tired from the arduous journey, we will utilize our personnel.”

With those words, she gave some instructions to the Guard in front of the Adventurer's Guild. People rushed out from the headquarters, loaded the children and Helene onto a carriage they brought from somewhere, and departed.

It seems Helene holds a considerable position within the Guild. So they'll take good care of those children.

“What will you guys do?”

Leaving the departed aside, I looked at Frien’s group, who remained beside me.

“We need to submit our request report too. Let’s go together, I’ll guide you.”

Following Frien and her companions who took the lead, I entered the headquarters.

The headquarters was just as I remembered.

Bustling adventurers, receptionists attending to them, and groups huddled in front of the request board squabbling over missions.

Exactly like my memories.

Except, what was different from back then was,

“What’s with those guys? Are they newbies?”

“Judging by their looks, they seem likely to be newbies.”

“The women are pretty. Is the guy their lover?”

“Seeing as they’re all Demi-humans, maybe. Didn’t they say those types are attracted to strong men?”

The noisy hall quieted down, and the gazes directed at us were mixed with distinct curiosity.

It seems an avid interest in newcomers is unavoidable wherever you go.

Though some comments were slightly bothersome, I ignored them all and headed to the reception desk.

A female receptionist with bright, youthful eyes attended to us.

“Welcome. This is the Adventurer's Guild Capital Branch. Are you perhaps registering anew today?”

“No. I’m looking for someone. I believe they belong to the Adventurer's Guild, and I have some business with them.”

“May I ask the name of the person you are looking for?”

Perhaps because she was new, she was quick and crisp in her speech.

“Azazel Esteban. Is she possibly here?”

“Pardon?”

At my question, the receptionist’s face momentarily stiffened as if she had misheard something.

“S-..., Sorry. If you don’t mind, could you please repeat that?”

“Azazel Esteban. A woman with blonde hair and red eyes.”

““A woman?””

Turning around, Blanche and Hoe Suki’s expressions... for some reason, were just as rigid as the receptionist’s.

“Why are you two...”

“Hey. Newbie over there.”

Judging by the atmosphere, the voice was directed at me.

Turning my head towards the source, I saw a group of men huddled together at a table.

“That ‘newbie’ comment was that directed at me?”

“Well, who else here looks like a newbie besides you?”

A scarred man swaggered up, stuffing his hands in his pockets, as he slowly approached.

“You obviously look like you just came to seek teachings from the Instructor. Where does a complete rookie think he's going, bothering such a busy person?”

“Instructor?”

“What? You don’t even know who the Instructor is?”

The last time I saw her, I thought she was a Mid-rank adventurer. Maybe Ruby-rank.

If my memory serves, adventurer ranks go from White porcelain, Obsidian, Sapphire, Ruby, Bronze, Silver, Gold, Platinum, and Master.

An Instructor. Did her rank go up even more?

“Aha. This must be some guy who fell head over heels after seeing the Instructor's face, huh? Hey kid, if you wanna flirt, do it with your own woman. Don’t cause trouble in the wrong place.”

The men at the same table snickered at the man’s words.

Why is this bastard suddenly blowing up?

Do I need to check someone's rank before I can even ask to see them?

As I glared at the guy, feeling a surge of irritation,

“Why is it so noisy!”

Suddenly, a sharp and clear voice echoed.

“You guys were messing with the newbie again, weren’t you? Act like seniors should, what’s so fun about teasing kids who haven’t even sprouted yet!”

“In- Instructor. There’s a misunderstanding...”

“Misunderstanding, my foot!”

The sound of footsteps from behind grew closer.

If my memory wasn’t mistaken, surely…

“Just as I thought.”

Sharp eyes and lips downturned, as if frozen.

Pupils excluding the whites, shimmering like a calm lake dyed red.

Flowing blonde hair fitting those eyes tied in a ponytail, exuding a neatness reminiscent of the Student Guidance Department.

A black cropped suit embroidered with gold and red thread, paired with a corset skirt.

Slightly tight-looking black High knee socks.

That distinct taste belonged to only one person I knew.

“Good heavens!”

Eyes widening as if to capture everything they saw, and an innocent smile gracing lips that seemed only cold.

“Youngest!!”

With a face full of delight, she ran over and jumped, arms around my shoulders, legs around my waist, hugging me tightly without a gap.

“My youngest! You’ve really grown, I almost didn’t recognize you! I thought you were dead since there was no word!”

“Oof... It’s good to see you too, little big sis. Sorry for not contacting you all this time.”

“Nonsense! Seeing your face like this is enough!”

The soft sensation on my cheek and the sweet strawberry scent made me feel dizzy, but I couldn’t spoil this long-awaited reunion.

Besides, the thigh pressed against my side was making it hard to breathe; it seemed she’d gotten stronger than before, so I couldn’t push her away even if I wanted to.

'The wound hurts, but let’s just bear it.'

“Ehehe. Our youngest came back all handsome~.”

Smiling brightly at her wayward younger brother as if he were the prettiest thing, a smile spread across my face too.

As we were savoring the reunion,

“Y-Younger brother? Instructor Azazel? You had a younger brother?”

The trembling voice of the Adventurer who had picked a fight with me reached my ears.

Holding Azazel-noona, I glanced around.

Most mouths were agape as if witnessing an unbelievable sight, quite a spectacle.

“Of course! My one and only precious younger brother in the world! You! Did you pick a fight with my brother?”

“N-… No! I just thought some weirdo was trying to harass the Instructor…!”

“Enough! Go run 30 laps around the training ground! Now!”

“Y-Yes, ma’am!”

The guy who picked the fight sprinted off immediately.

Poor bastard.

But it seems like there will be more poor bastards. It would be unfair if he suffered alone.

I subtly shifted my gaze towards those who seemed to be the guy's Comrades,

The guys whose eyes met mine quickly bowed their heads low like well-ripened rice stalks, trying to avoid my gaze.

“Little big sis.”

“Hm?”

“They did it too.”

At my words, Azazel-noona’s gaze shot towards them. Her face was smiling, but what the guys had to do was already decided.

'You know, right? Now.'

You can tell just by looking at her eyes.

It was quite a sight, watching them voluntarily head to the training ground, guilty by association with their Friend.

Looks like the training ground will be quite dusty today. With a bit of sweat and tears added.

“But what brings you here? I heard you were working for the Demi-human Mercenary Guild. Are you perhaps planning to become an Adventurer?”

“Not exactly. Ah, let me introduce you. This is Azazel Esteban. My older sister.”

“Hi~.”

Azazel-noona waved cheerfully as she greeted them. Then I tried to introduce Azazel-noona to the group as well, but...

“Uh… everyone?”

Their expressions were a bit… strange.


◈

“Hey. Instructor Azazel. Was she always like that? She was always so cold, it chilled me whenever I saw her. I even saw her smile.”

“First time I saw it too. So she can laugh like that. Seems like the first time?”

“Think the Epithet ‘Ghost Instructor’ came out of nowhere?”

“But seeing her like this, she’s kind of cute.”

The Adventurer's Guild became noisy in a different sense. A huge wave, appearing like the wind, swept everyone off their feet and passed by.

Azazel Esteban.

The youngest Magic Swordsman to reach Silver-rank.

Skillfully wielding various weapons using Kinesis, which is notoriously difficult to handle, she trampled foes mercilessly like surging waves.

While she herself calmly prepared the next wave from behind, earning her the Epithet.

Wave Keeper.

For an Adventurer, an Epithet was fame itself. This proved Azazel had achieved tremendous feats even before earning that name.

For such an Azazel, who could be called a living Weapon, to dote on her younger brother like a sis-con was a rare sight for them.

“I never thought she had a younger brother. But… how does she have one?”

At one man’s question, others chimed in agreement.

“Right? She did say younger brother, didn’t she?”

“That’s what she said.”

A female Adventurer listening to their conversation tilted her head.

“She could have one. Why do you think that’s strange?”

The surrounding adventurers looked at her. After a quick glance, they nodded as if understanding her reaction.

“You haven’t been here long, have you? You reek of a newbie.”

“Then you might not know.”

“That might be, but what does that have to do with anything?”

The adventurer continuing the story pointed towards Azazel with his thumb. She was still clinging tightly to Lakus and being carried into her office.

“The Instructor is a Succubus, you see. By birth, she can have sisters, but never a younger brother.”

At his words, not only the female adventurer, but also the other new adventurers who were eavesdropping, gasped.

“Th-Then how does she have a younger brother…?”

“How should I know? If we knew, would we be this surprised?”

It was a perfectly reasonable statement.

Because Azazel generally paid little attention to her surroundings and rarely spoke about herself, seeing her act like a sis-con naturally surprised everyone, veterans and rookies alike.

The curious gazes of the new adventurers listening to him turned towards Azazel’s office.

Their interest was focused on just one thing.

Their interest was focused on the identity of the so-called younger brother who had melted the cold expression of Azazel, the Ghost Instructor.
Chapter 39: What Must Be Resolved
Following Azazel's guidance, Lakus and his party entered her office.

“I’ll get the tea ready soon, so everyone make yourselves comfortable!”

“I’ll help you, Noona. Could you wait just a moment? I’ll be right back.”

Azazel, now standing on the floor, and Lakus entered the pantry in a corner of the office.

Azazel’s cheerful chatter could be heard intermittently from beyond the doorway. She seemed incredibly excited about Lakus's visit.

Pere checked that Lakus and Azazel were gone, then observed Blanche and Hoe Suki’s conditions.

“Are you two… alright?”

It was merely a formal question. Just looking at them, the two clearly didn't seem alright at all.

Hoe Suki just stared blankly at the Pantry, like someone lost in a daze. Blanche, ever since sitting down, had been tapping her cheek as if lost in thought. How could they be alright?

Their feelings were quite complicated.

Azazel’s proactive skinship with Lakus was simply incomprehensible, even within the framework of Family.

They had shared a clingy hug, something lovers might do, in front of everyone. How must that have felt?

Of course, it wasn’t just baseless speculation either.

‘That fragrance was definitely there.’

Hoe Suki recognized the faint sweet scent emanating from Azazel. It was the same one she had smelled on herself and Blanche regarding their affection for Lakus.

‘If he called her ‘little big sis’, it means she’s sisters with the wandering Priest. Then she must be a Succubus too, which means they’re only siblings in name, essentially strangers, right? Yet, that kind of skinship?’

Through inference and the facts she knew.

She was trying to guess what kind of feelings the woman named Azazel held for Lakus.

Although they were each only guessing about Lakus and Azazel’s relationship, their concerns were aligned.

Family? Or a rival?

Lost in their thoughts, Azazel and Lakus, having prepared refreshments and tea, sat down opposite them.

Then, Azazel naturally slid her arm around Lakus's and leaned her head against him.

At that sight, Hoe Suki's and Blanche’s eyes momentarily wavered.

“Thank you for taking care of my youngest. As his Noona, I wanted to express my gratitude first.”

Hoe Suki and Blanche sent uncertain glances at Azazel. She expressed her thanks while still clinging to Lakus’s arm.

The attitude she displayed, no matter how you looked at it, was that of a kind Noona cherishing her one and only younger brother.

In the end, the two couldn't help but reserve judgment, deciding not to jump to conclusions.

After some time passed during the tea time, Azazel got to the main point.

“So~? What brings my youngest to his big sister? Is there something you need my help with?”

“Actually, there is something I could use a little help with. Have you heard from our oldest sister recently?”

“From big sis? Not recently. It’s been quite a while since she came to Falkia too.”

“Ah… Then it can’t be helped. Oldest sister is busy, after all.”

“I’ll send letters to each Branch. She sometimes stops by the Adventurer's Guild to send me letters, so if we’re lucky, we might hear back soon.”

Although nothing was confirmed, Lakus continued, having resolved one pressing issue.

“That aside for now, could Hoe Suki possibly join the Adventurer's Guild? I can vouch for her skills.”

“That child?”

At Lakus’s words, Azazel’s red gaze carefully examined Hoe Suki.

‘Hmm? This child…’

Azazel tilted her head, then a playful mischief mixed into her innocent smile.

‘My youngest. Seems like he’s become quite the heartbreaker in the time I haven’t seen him, leaving women’s hearts no peace.’

Succubi react sensitively to Yin energy.

Especially to such strong Yin energy practically poking one's nose.

Azazel’s gaze flickered back to Lakus, her eyes crinkling with fondness. Her naive younger brother had returned home as a real man; from a Succubus's perspective, Lakus was admirable.

How much must he have tormented this child’s heart? She almost felt sorry for her younger brother, who was harmfully naive in this regard.

‘But this is a bit dangerous.’

However, the violence and sadism contained within Hoe Suki’s Yin energy bothered Azazel.

Through her Succubus senses, she had witnessed countless forms of Yin energy and sexual desire.

Having witnessed the various sexual inclinations within, she could vividly picture the disaster that would occur if Hoe Suki's violence and sadism were left unchecked.

It seemed she was somehow suppressing it now, but Azazel judged her to be like a ticking time bomb, ready to explode at any moment.

In her view, Hoe Suki’s Yin energy absolutely needed to be released.

Fortunately, the target for releasing that Yin energy was right beside her?

‘Well. That’s something the youngest has to resolve. Seems like that child just needs a little push too.’

Having organized her thoughts, Azazel withdrew her gaze from Hoe Suki and smiled brightly again.

“We accept applications for that anytime, so she can just go straight to the reception desk. There will be a few tests, but nothing too difficult. Is that all?”

“For now.”

“Alright?”

Hearing that his business was concluded, Azazel released the arm linked with Lakus's and stood up.

“Well then, shall we have dinner, even if it’s a bit early?”

‘With a little Alcohol on the side,’ Azazel said, mimicking drinking from a Shot glass with a refreshing smile.

Already tired and hungry from the journey, they agreed to her suggestion.

And so, her plan began to unfold.


◈

Falkia is broadly divided into East, West, South, and North districts, with a central district housing various administrative bodies and the Adventurer's Guild headquarters.

Passing through the gate separating the central district and moving into the southern district, Azazel-noona led us to a restaurant she frequented.

Picking up a few more people along the way.

“Thank you for inviting us as well Instructor.”

Azazel-noona spotted Helene and Frien’s group, who had finished reporting their Request and heard my story. She brought them along, saying she would repay them.

Naturally, after she learned about my reckless actions, I got my back beaten black and blue.

Our group, now more than doubled in size, followed Azazel-noona and arrived at a decent-looking restaurant.

Inside was quieter than expected, as we seemed to have arrived a bit early and there were no other Adventurers.

Feeling as though we had rented the place out, we sat around a table and ordered. Soon, the table began to fill with plates of delicious-looking food.

Pint glasses filled with beer were placed firmly in front of each of us, a fitting end to the long journey.

Raised glasses clashed, and with a clink, we gulped down the Alcohol faster than the beer that sloshed over the rim of the Pint glass.

“Phew. Not bad.”

It couldn't wash away all the recent troubles, but under the haze of alcohol, everything blurred, and for a moment, the weight on my chest felt lighter.

Of course, the next day, that lessened weight would return as a hangover, and the memories I tried to forget would remain, so I didn't rely on it, but…

“How is it? Good, right?”

“Really. Thanks to you, Noona, I get to enjoy such luxury.”

“Aigoo. You say such pretty things~.”

Since Azazel-noona had arranged this herself, it wouldn't be right to refuse.

As the atmosphere gradually warmed up, a faint heat began to settle on people's faces. Glasses emptied faster than plates, and one by one, people started swaying like sea anemones, trying to see the tilting world straight.

In simpler terms, they were drunk and staggering.

Judging by the nonsense I'm spouting, I must be drunk too.

Realizing I was drunk, I looked around and saw people worse off than those sea anemones.

Blanche, surprisingly weak to alcohol despite her tough appearance, was asleep face down on the table, using it as a pillow. Pere, though not showing it, was nodding off from drunkenness.

Hoe Suki was,

“Snnniff.”

At some point, she had buried her nose in my side.

What a complete mess.

As I was acting as Hoe Suki’s personal human therapy, Azazel-noona approached.

Judging by her complexion, Azazel-noona wasn't drunk, as her tolerance for alcohol seems strong.

“Everyone’s passed out. It’s tricky to take them home like this.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll go get the Carriage right away.”

Careful of the floor that kept trying to leap towards my face, I tried to get up, but Azazel-noona’s hands pressed down firmly on my shoulders.

“What’s a drunk person going to do with a Carriage? What if you get into an accident?”

“Right. Drunk driving. Gotta be careful. Gotta be careful.”

I forgot about that. I must really be drunk. Trying to just move according to instinct like this.

“The second floor here is used as an Inn, so let’s just stay here for the night.”

“Yeah. That sounds right. You’re smart, Noona.”

I managed to force the words out with my tongue threatening to twist. I wonder if I looked ridiculous.

“Come on, I’ll help you, so you go upstairs too.”

“Then you’ll bring all these people up alone, Noona? I’ll help.”

“Big sister will worry about that, so hurry up and go rest.”

She draped my arm over her neck and started moving. Pushed by Azazel-noona’s strength, I had no choice but to get up with her support.

“What about her? She doesn’t seem to want to let go.”

“Guess she likes you. Let’s just take her along for now.”

So, carrying Hoe Suki, who had no intention of letting go, under my arm, and supported by Azazel-noona, we went up to the second floor.

We crossed the echoing wooden floor and stopped in front of a door.

Creak. The opened door revealed a bed that looked incredibly soft, welcoming me.

“Go in and rest.”

“Wait, let me just detach her first.”

“Is there a need for that?”

“Huh?”

Azazel-noona’s hand rested on my hands trying to pry off the tightly clinging Hoe Suki.

Could it be just my imagination that it looked like she was stopping me from detaching Hoe Suki?

Confused, I looked up at Azazel-noona’s face.

A face still wearing an innocent smile.

But for some reason, there was mischief lurking within it.

Thump.

Azazel-noona’s hand pushed my chest. It wasn't a strong or weak push, just an ambiguous force. It was more than enough to shake my dizzy vision from the alcohol and push me one step further into the room.

“Youngest.”

Stumbling from the push, I steadied myself and looked up to see Azazel-noona standing there, holding the doorknob as if ready to close it any second.

“That child, you need to resolve her properly, okay?”

Resolve… what?

The question rising in my throat was about to spill out.

Thud. Click.

The door closed faster than that.

“Wh- What the…”

There was no answer to my belated response.

“Snnniff.”

Except for the sound of breathing from my side.

Watching Hoe Suki, whose warm breaths gradually heated my side, it seemed I'd be stuck like this all day waiting for her to let go.

What bothered me more was,

Click. Clack.

“Hey, why won’t this open?”

The door wouldn’t open, almost as if blocked from the outside.

I couldn't help but wonder. What was I supposed to resolve about Hoe Suki?

Seeking an answer, I looked down at Hoe Suki, but the only thing that came to mind was, letting her keep smelling my Body odor like this.

Or was there something only Azazel-noona could know?

Something only Azazel-noona, as a Succubus, could know, and which Hoe Suki could resolve through me, besides body odor.

……

“…Sexual desire?”

Nah, no way.

…Right?

My head spins, my mind hazy.

It must be a simple misunderstanding. Otherwise…

Otherwise…

For some reason, the pressure on my side lessened.

The warm breath also disappeared.

Instead,

I felt a soft, warm touch brush up my cheek. Fingers tapped my cheek like playing a keyboard, then cupped and pulled it downwards.

“Hah… Hah…”

The scent of apples emanated from the breath that had moistened my side.

Eyes seductively narrowed into crescents.

And,

Those unforgettable, clouded eyes.

The moment I met those eyes, I realized.

Hoe Suki wasn't there.

There was only a Predator drenched in lust, trying to devour me.
Chapter 40: With the Predator in a Sealed Room
It was just like that time.

Those eyes, brimming with ominous murky Energy he'd seen at the Tavern.

She had definitely regained stability through his body scent then.

But now, Lakus instinctively felt that his body scent alone wouldn't be enough to soothe her as before.

Her half-lidded eyes, misted over, gazed up at him intently,

And the fingers tapping his cheek, like playful chatter, slowly descended, starting to explore his body.

From cheek to chin. From chin to neck. Even to the collarbone beyond the collar.

"W-Wait a moment."

A tingling Energy ran down his spine from the persistent mischievous touch, and a flustered Lakus reached out to stop Hoe Suki.

"No."

The hand teasing his collarbone wrapped around his neck. A slight pressure forced his gaze downward, his outstretched hand flailing.

As she pulled his nape closer, her hot breath, carrying an even stronger apple scent, brushed against his mouth as their lips neared.

Hoe Suki pulled harder on the arm around his neck, standing on tiptoe to close the gap so their breaths could mingle,

"Hmph."

Her lips finally pressed onto his.

Her half-open eyes, still bewildered, stared intently into his. As if enjoying his reaction, her eyes curved mischievously.

It hasn't even started yet.

Though utterly ignorant about sex, Hoe Suki seemed to know just what to savor through their joined lips.

Through slightly parted lips, a saliva-slicked tongue forcibly pushed past Lakus’s clamped lips, and wrapped around his tongue, as rigid as stone.

"Slurp... Chomp..."

Finally. How sweet it is. Inside your mouth.

She closed her eyes and leisurely savored the sweetness.

Because it was just him and her here.

Hoe Suki's tongue, after leisurely exploring his, moved more fiercely.

There was no consideration.

Lost in this sweet, sugary taste, with saliva smearing around their mouths, she was busy relentlessly teasing and trampling his tongue to satisfy her greedy desire.

"W-Wai, jus' a mommph!"

Starting to suffocate, Lakus pushed her tongue away from his and pulled his lips away.

Between their parting lips, a thick strand of saliva, from their mingled tongues, hung in the air before dripping onto Hoe Suki’s lips.

Enjoying his tongue, Hoe Suki opened her eyes, frustration and annoyance replacing the lust in her glazed eyes.

"What are you doing?"

"I... I couldn't breathe..."

Enjoyment abruptly cut short, Hoe Suki rebuked him with cold eyes, like those of a Predator.

However, her kiss had undoubtedly been merciless, not giving him a moment to breathe.

Hoe Suki’s upward gaze remained fixed on Lakus, still gasping for breath.

Couldn't breathe?

So?

A Predator simply devours its prey.

Is consideration needed for that?

Not at all.

Hoe Suki removed her arm from his nape and abruptly shoved his chest hard.

Pushed by her dissatisfaction, Lakus plopped down onto the bed.

Thump.

Hoe Suki slowly began to unbutton her dress from the top, now a mere nuisance.

Thump.

Even the last remaining button lost its function.

Crossing her hands, she grabbed the hem of her dress and lifted her arms straight up.

Beneath the lifted dress, the hidden pale skin was slowly revealed.

Smooth thighs without an ounce of fat.

White Panties, damp in a round patch on her mound.

Hips perfectly positioned for gripping, following the curve of her thighs.

A small, indented navel.

A slender waist that Lakus could likely encircle with one arm.

And.

Her D-cup breasts, held in a low-cut white bra, rose as the dress was removed, then fell,

Shaking before his eyes, asserting their dynamic presence.

Lakus couldn't tear his eyes away from the sight of her unfolding before him.

His mind kept ordering him to look away, but he couldn't avert his gaze from Hoe Suki's half-naked form, a sight beyond even a "magnificent view".

The white bra and Panties, fitting for her pure and upright personality, ironically contrasted with Hoe Suki's lustful state,

Creating such a stimulating sight that his member reacted and began to rise, looking like it would pierce through his pants.

"Take it off."

"...Huh?"

Lakus, who had been admiring Hoe Suki's half-naked body as if possessed, stared blankly at her face.

"Take it off, I said."

This time, she spoke with force in each word, to ensure he heard clearly.

"Or should I take it off for you?"

"N-No. I'll do it..."

Unable to bear the shame of having his clothes forcibly removed, Lakus awkwardly began to undress. Only then did a look of satisfied conquest settle on Hoe Suki's face.

Of course, Lakus wasn't undressing just because Hoe Suki told him to.

'If this makes her okay.'

The responsibility and justification for her state moved him.

Though merely succumbing to sexual desire aroused by seeing Hoe Suki's half-naked body, he excused his lust, thinking she would be okay through intercourse.

Finally, even the last remaining Panties were removed, revealing the erect, massive penis.

Seeing the colossal member revealed in its majesty, Hoe Suki's expression changed for the first time.

Her eyes, consistently captivated by Lust and the desire to dominate, widened, and her lips, curved with lust, parted.

The unusually large penis played a part, but the potent male Body odor that had been trapped beneath captured her attention.

She immediately knelt before Lakus's penis. She wanted to feel that scent more closely.

'Male scent. Lakus's scent. It feels like my head is going crazy.'

The strong male scent, enough to make her head feel fuzzy, made Hoe Suki feel dizzy.

Her twitching nose traveled up the shaft, until it reached the end,

It soon arrived at the glans, which was the most stimulating concentration.

'With a scent like this...'

It was a momentary impulse.

"Haaung."

And that choice gave her the greatest sense of homecoming.

Her eyelids trembled at the rich Body odor filling her mouth from the glans and shaft.

One hand went to his shaft to fully embrace the scent, while the other naturally found its way to her own private parts.

Her knees slowly parted, and her middle finger, slipped under her Panties, rested on her Clitoris, which had already shed its hood and was ready.

"Hooogood!"

A sharp moan threatened to escape her arched back due to the tingling sensation, but his penis already filling her mouth forced her to swallow even her moan.

Desiring to keep the scent of ecstasy in her mouth, she swallowed his penis deeper.

"Sluurp. Slurp. Juuueup."

Her rough tongue licked the sensitive glans, and her tightly closed lips sucked the shaft and glans as if determined to taste all the Body odor of the penis.

"Ugh!"

Enjoying his body odor, Hoe Suki glanced at Lakus when she heard his groan.

Looking at his face, she thought.

Perhaps she too wore the same expression.

A face contorted by the ever-increasing pleasure, yet hotly exhaling breaths mixed with ecstasy.

She could tell just from his penis twitching inside her mouth.

Having his penis in her mouth made him feel as if his back would break, unable to support himself without bracing his arms on the bed, lost in ecstasy just as she was.

A renewed desire for dominance filled Hoe Suki's eyes.

Adding to that was a mischievousness, like a predator playing with its prey.

While relentlessly moving her head back and forth to savor him, Hoe Suki's tongue licked the glans.

And her middle finger on her clitoris moved as quickly as her head bobbed.

Reflexively thrusting her hips, she thrust deeper, determined never to let go of his penis in her mouth.

"Kuh."

Starting to feel the urge to cum, Lakus let out a groan.

Barely managing to lower his head, which felt as if it would get soaked, Lakus saw Hoe Suki still preoccupied with sucking and licking and making obscene noises.

"I think..., I'm gonna cum..., Ugh! soon..."

It was a notification, an incredibly stimulating sight to a virgin. The dizzying scene and stimulation, previously only seen in instructional materials, began to stir desire in Lakus' head too.

His sex with Blanche had left him feeling only teased and unfinished, so the desire simmering since then was now directed towards Hoe Suki.

Lakus' two hands rested on Hoe Suki's head, busily moving back and forth.

Finally reaching his limit because of Hoe Suki's persistent tongue work, Lakus pulled her head towards him.

Surprised momentarily by the penis entering deeper against her will,

"Kuooook!"

Hoe Suki's eyes widened as the penis, hit the back of her throat and embedded itself deep in her neck.

Throb! Throb!

His pulsating penis erupted, sending semen flooding past Hoe Suki's throat.

"Uuuk! Uuueup!"

Tears welled up in Hoe Suki's eyes and streamed down from the sudden deepthroat.

A brief lull ensued.

Gulp.

Whether to breathe through the choked airway, or because she was captivated by the thick white fluid filled with the strongest male scent.

Hoe Suki broke the silence and began to swallow the semen filling her mouth and throat.

Gulp.

"Juuueup."

Her lips, having neatly gathered even the semen clinging to the penis with a Fellatio clean-up, closed and released his penis.

Slumping down right there, still looking at the pulsating penis, Hoe Suki swallowed the very last bit of semen down her throat and let out the breath she had been holding.

"Haaah. Haaah."

Hoe Suki's mouth was clean, leaving only a thin white line.

She had swallowed that entire large amount, simply because Lakus's Body odor felt strongest in it.

"Seriously thought I was going to be drained completely..."

Lakus collapsed onto the bed.

He had never imagined his first ejaculation with the opposite sex would be through Fellatio.

Lakus gasped for breath.

Then, a question suddenly occurred to him.

'But, does this resolve Hoe Suki's sexual desire?'

He had cum magnificently, but what about Hoe Suki?

While excited, she had just sucked his penis and fiddled with her Clitoris, ending in a deepthroat and swallowing a large amount of semen.

It was like receiving a handjob, if anything, but Hoe Suki hadn't even gotten that.

"Ah crap..."

And his premonition hit the mark exactly.

Hoe Suki, who had climbed onto Lakus's waist before he knew it, looked down at him with eyes still clouded.

"Now it's my turn."

Moving her hand inside her underwear as if continuing the foreplay,

Hoe Suki brushed the hair caught on her lips behind her ear and waited for the next turn with a seductive smile.
Chapter 41: Her Inner Thoughts
She felt it every time she hugged him tightly.

This man is bigger than me, dependable.

That was good too. When she felt insignificant, like a mere dot in this vast world, he held her tighter than anything.

But now.

The man she always had to look up to.

Was now beneath her waist, aroused.

This pure man, who always smiled, worried, and was kind.

His face reddened at her revealed pale flesh, his lower body twitching with uncontrollable Sexual Desire.

Somehow, she found that sight quite cute.

"Huhu."

The corners of her mouth kept rising.

As her thighs gripped his waist tightly, their lower abdomens drew closer,

Heat lingered between their genitals, pressed together through a single layer of gradually wetting Panties.

Her eyes, slowly taking him in, moved past his firm pectoral muscles down to his abdomen.

Then, a large Scar caught her eye.

Was it because the Desire for Dominance had subsided somewhat, the Sexual Desire sated by being filled with his Semen once?

At the painful memory, the Desire for Dominance in Hoe Suki’s eyes faded momentarily, replaced by a dark stillness.

The veil of happiness from being with him lifted, and the unforgettable memory of that day surfaced in her mind.

The Nightmare-like memory of being crushed by a giant Sledgehammer, Wood splinters embedded like nails in her abdomen, rolling on the cold floor.

Her delicate fingers traced his Scar, now just a trace, pitifully.

He probably doesn't know.

That those who inflicted this indelible Scar and pain were her pursuers.

She realized how empty the hole created when the feeling of love that filled the void of losing her Family, however briefly, was ripped out entirely.

Leaving him would have solved it, but her heart didn't allow it.

It was the same in that Passage.

This time, determined not to lose him, she endured the pain of her back and arms being slashed, holding the Iron Door to block the incoming Kobolds.

What happened in the end?

He walked into the Abyss of Death again. To save children abandoned and suffering like herself, he jumped onto Death's Door, crushing Kobolds to open a Way Out.

And.

He came back, gasping for breath as if his lungs would snap, clutching his punctured side with his own hand, carried in Blanche’s arms.

Her heart sank at the sight.

She almost lost him again.

What if, back then, she had truly lost him?

What if she faced a day where it was no longer just a simple 'what if'?

No.

Just imagining it made her breath shorten and her chest ache. Her heart, pounding with rising fear, felt like it would leap out, so she clutched her chest tightly.

Her trembling body and mind yearned for his attention and affection.

Because even amidst the overwhelming uncertainty of the path ahead, the moment his touch reached her, the Feeling of Home filled her, easing her mind.

Seeking refuge from the fear gnawing at her heart, she pressed her lower abdomen closer against Lakus, from whom she had to distance herself, seeking warmth.

The two emotions felt from one being, hesitation and love, formed an irony; seeking to forget the anxiety spiraling into the Abyss, she inhaled his Body odor.

His scent, calming her troubled mind, overlaid the negative emotions in her head, but his Body odor, filling the room, wasn't enough to dispel the anxiety.

A little more. Need something stronger.

Her lowered gaze fell upon Lakus's thing.

Even after spewing enough to fill her throat and mouth, his shaft stood even stiffer, as if craving her.

The deliberation wasn't long.

Because he would push away all these anxious feelings of hers.

"Lakus."

She cast off even the last shred covering her vulva.

The smooth mound was soaked, thoroughly slick from the foreplay.

Placing both hands on Lakus's waist, she pushed her hips further, pressing their secret parts tightly together.

Her tail flicked the bra strap off her shoulder.

The loosened bra strap slid down her arm, and the bra, losing its support, fell off with a soft thud.

"My breasts. Suck them."

Startled by the bold declaration, Lakus nevertheless swallowed dryly at the sight of the dainty pink nipples revealed before him.

As if helping his decision, Hoe Suki's hands cupped her breasts, squeezing them as she lifted them.

Displaying the hardened nipples as if showing them off, Lakus sat up as if possessed.

Naturally, Hoe Suki’s arms draped over his shoulders.

The two faced each other, sitting and embracing.

His arms naturally wrapped around her waist and back. The touch of his muscular arms and rough fingertips brushing her back was so sweet it made her body tremble.

His lips, parting hesitantly, gradually opened wider and approached her nipple.

And soon, it disappeared inside his lips.

“Ngh, Ah?!”

Bumping against his teeth, his awkwardly rolling tongue began to torment the nipple.

He nibbled the nipple, then licked the areola, thoroughly teasing everywhere his mouth touched, as if searching for her pleasure points.

Pleasure like an electric current tingled from the nipple, spreading through her body, making a high-pitched scream escape involuntarily.

Even this was utterly ecstatic, making Hoe Suki squeeze her eyes shut and tilt her head back automatically.

Her gasping mouth, filled with rising ecstasy, expelled the fear accumulated in her chest, and desire and pleasure filled the void.

Her arms resting on his shoulders slowly moved down.

Her delicate fingers, searching for something stronger, reached his lower abdomen and caressed the tip of his thing.

It twitched, and she wiped the pre-cum that started flowing again instead of the white fluid she had licked clean, stroking the glans with her fingertip as if finding it cute.

"Mmm."

A groan escaped from his lips pressed against her breast, but his teasing tongue still didn't stop.

Cute.

Ignoring his reaction, her finger slid past the glans and slowly wrapped around his thick shaft.

Hoe Suki lifted her hips to align with his penis rising higher than her navel, and her delicate fingers guided his glans to her opening.

The incomparably hot glans aligned with her opening, and feeling that heat, Hoe Suki carefully began to lower her hips.

Squelch.

They were neither hurried nor impatient.

Even feeling her vagina slowly widening to match his size was, for her, supreme pleasure itself.

"Huuugh. Hnngh."

Feeling like her hips would give out any moment, she leaned on his shoulders, enduring with trembling thighs.

Slowly, gently.

The penetrating tip of the glans stretched the vaginal wall smooth, widening the vagina as it entered deeper.

Her breathing grew ragged.

A lewd moan she couldn't believe came from her own mouth.

The wet sound coming from her widening cunt felt almost vulgar.

"You can take it slow."

Lakus, who had been teasing her nipple, supported her trembling waist with the arm cradling her back, knowing this insertion would be difficult for her first time.

With his help, her hips lowered slowly again.

'It touched.'

Then, as the precious proof of her virginity met his glans, her eyes met Lakus's worried face.

"My first time. I'm giving it to you."

Her hips descended with words like a vow.

Finally, the pain of the breaking of the hymen struck Hoe Suki.

"...!"

She didn't scream. The one who must have suffered more pain would have been him, who had wandered death's door.

However, she couldn't help the tears welling up, gathering in the corners of her eyes before streaming down her cheeks.

Time passed.

As the pain gradually subsided, Hoe Suki's hands moved to his shoulders, her forearms resting on his chest as she met Lakus's gaze.

"Lakus."

Really. I truly love you.

As if sealing those words with a stamp, Hoe Suki pushed his Penis, slick with the fluid she had poured out, deep inside her.

“Heueugh!”

Her Vagina twitched as the merciless Glans pushed through, and pleasure shot up her spine, making Hoe Suki’s head snap back.

She took a deep breath.

Time passed until her heaving chest calmed down.

Hoe Suki looked down at their joined union.

The mound where the massive erection had forced its way in was spread wide, almost crudely.

Above it, her lower abdomen visibly bulged.

"I... I took it all in."

Hoe Suki smiled foolishly.

She had already forgotten her fear, her expression melting from the Penis filling her deep inside.

Squish. Squelch.

As Hoe Suki began to move her hips, obscene wet sounds reached their ears.

Her hips moved back and forth rhythmically, her walls repeatedly scraping against and smoothing over the Glans and shaft.

"Hnngh. Heugh."

With each slow movement, Fluid seeped out from the increasingly slick Vagina, spreading the scent of apples around them.

"Hooo... Hoooght... Haahht..."

Even slight movements sent shivers down her spine.

Added to that was the teasing tip of Lakus's tongue tormenting her Nipple, causing Hoe Suki to lower her head completely, focusing solely on the pleasure spreading through her body.

As her Vagina moved along with her back-and-forth hip movements, the form of stimulation changed, the Vaginal Wall meticulously caressing the Glans and shaft.

"Suki."

"Uh-huh?"

At Lakus's gentle question, Hoe Suki, still moving her hips back and forth, slurred her words through parted lips, lost in the heated sensation.

He saw it.

Her flushed cheeks, her eyes glazed with pleasure, her flexibly swaying hips, her slightly disheveled Ash-gray Hair.

Taking it all in at once, Lakus thought.

Her appearance, surrendering to desire, was the purest, yet she resembled an alluring seductress of unknowable depth.

"You know, your face looks really lewd right now?"

"Nggh! Th-That's. Because of Lakus."

Because of me. Right, because of me.

Lakus repeated the meaningless words. Hoe Suki tilted her head sideways.

"Lakus...?"

Her mouth, trying to find the reason, closed on its own, and her eyes, half-lost in emotion, widened into circles.

Slap!

Lakus's hips thrust upwards, striking the buttocks resting on him.

Naturally, the joined Penis surged upwards too,

The Glans pressed firmly against her Cervix.

“Hegeok!!”

Pleasure, as sudden as the thrusting Penis, shot up, searing her brain.

"I was trying to stay still, but seeing your face made it hard to resist."

A breathy, sweet voice whispered in Hoe Suki's ear.

Hoe Suki, panting with moans, whispered back into his ear.

"Heuh... Heuh... Th... Then..., Lakus move."

"Gladly."

His hands gently grasped Hoe Suki's plump buttocks.

Enjoying the fleshy buttocks his fingers sank into, Lakus began thrusting his hips, gripping Hoe Suki's waist.

Slap! Slap! Slap! Slap! Slap!

Abundantly flowing Fluid slapped against skin, making lewd, vulgar sounds of fucking echo starkly in the room.

"Ngh! Ugh! Hngh! Nnngh! Ngh!"

The thrusting Penis mercilessly pressed the Cervix and stretched her cunt.

Matching the slapping lewd sounds like music, Hoe Suki helplessly let out moans.

She had been lightheaded just from moving her own hips.

Now, with the Cervix pounded kyung kyung and the Glans roughly moving back and forth stimulating the Vaginal Wall, her mind flashed rapidly like gunpowder ignited by electricity, her vision blurring beyond recognition.

No longer able to even hold her waist up, Hoe Suki clung to the back of his neck and head, lost solely in pleasure.

Her eyes had long since glazed over, and Saliva, possibly drool, dripped from her lolling tongue hanging out of her open mouth, leaving transparent embroidery on his shoulder and back.

"Ah, Mmph, Nn, Eoght."

Although he couldn't see Hoe Suki transforming into the face of an utterly lewd Female, Lakus keenly felt her lewdness just from the moans soaking his eardrums and the Vagina tightly enveloping his Penis, only spurring him to increase the speed to tease her further.

'Strange. My head, it's not mine, Nngh!'

As the speed increased, so did the mess in her head, her pleasure-soaked Cunt, her melting face; Hoe Suki gradually reached climax.

She had chased pleasure without knowing anything, but now, she could instinctively understand what 'coming' meant.

"La, Lakus...! I..., I..., think I'm gonna..., come...!"

As if agreeing with Hoe Suki's weakly spoken words, trembling like her form, Lakus also began to speed up even more.

"Shouldn't cum inside... So. Out..., side..."

She wasn't the only one about to reach climax.

Lakus was also starting to feel the Feeling of Ejaculation reach its peak.

As the Feeling of Ejaculation gradually mounted, Lakus tried to pull out.

No matter how clouded his mind was with pleasure, he couldn't recklessly cum inside her.

However.

His words were completely overridden by a single whisper from Hoe Suki.

"No... Definitely..., cum inside..., me."

A sudden firm Will laced her previously hazy, melting tone.

As if to enforce that Will, Hoe Suki's hips, previously relying only on Lakus's thrusts, began to move along with his.

"Dan, gerous...! Ugh!"

Momentarily flooded with panic, he tried to hold back his Ejaculation, but,

His Feeling of Ejaculation had already reached its limit, and his Penis finally erupted, spewing Semen to mark the finale.

Likewise, having reached her climax, Hoe Suki lowered her hips deeply to receive the Semen he was expelling,

And the Semen flowed fully into her Cervix, pressed against the Glans.

"Hooook..."

Hoe Suki's shoulders trembled slightly.

A warm sensation filled her lower abdomen.

The mucous membrane that fully received him became sticky with his Semen.

Feeling the hot White Fluid he had just spurted spreading from her Cervix to her Vagina, Hoe Suki slumped limply onto his shoulder.

‘Now..., he’s mine...’

Lakus too. The Semen he spurted into her body too. All of it became hers.

The frustration that had muddled her head, the anxiety of not wanting to lose him, all evaporated.

Just by mixing bodies and smelling his Body odor.

Could she return to a life without this happiness?

She didn't have the confidence to endure such a life.

In that moment, she resolved.

The greatest gift and prey that gives her elation and happiness.

She would never lose him.

The Pursuers chasing her too.

The things threatening Lakus too.

She would get stronger and kill them all.

Because a Predator is one who hunts.

It was the moment a new Driving Force was created in Hoe Suki's life, even as hope had almost withered away.


◈

"In the end... I went and did it."

Passing the peak of pleasure, my drained body flopped onto the bed.

My whole body is drenched in sweat. I've never properly had Sex before, so I had no technique and just powered through with brute force, leaving me exhausted.

Or maybe Sex is just inherently this tiring? I'd know if I had experience, but being a virgin until now, I really don't know.

Lowering my gaze slightly, I saw Hoe Suki lying against my chest. I thought it was quite intense, but it seems I wasn't the only one; Hoe Suki, utterly exhausted, was only making soft breathing sounds.

"Well damn. This feels weird."

It's not that Sex with Hoe Suki felt bad. To be honest, it was the most thrilling moment I've had in my recent life.

If this is what dopamine addiction feels like, maybe this is it.

Putting all that aside, it just felt strange to have shared sex, mixing bodies with a kid I felt I just needed to look after.

She was tight, though. Tight enough that I think I deserve credit for holding back this long.

"But how do you handle the cleanup?"

I asked myself out loud. Unfortunately, the Teaching Materials I had didn't show the cleanup part.

If I pull my little big me out of Hoe Suki now... it'll probably leak out. I don't think 'just a wet feeling' will cover it.

Leaving it is awkward, cleaning it up myself is also awkward.

'Then leave it. Even that will extend your Lifeline.'

"What the?!"

A voice suddenly cutting in.

Careful not to wake Hoe Suki, I turned only my head, scanning the surroundings.

Nothing visible. No place to hide either. Where the hell...?

'No way you can see. Could you find something invisible in the first place?'

"Who are you. Where are you? Show yourself now."

Somehow, the voice sounds familiar. Definitely heard it somewhere before...

'Yes. Just once. My voice reached you. The day you were crushed by that Warhammer. That warning, well. Seems meaningless now, though. So, you're curious who I am?'

Are my thoughts being read?

'Of course.'

"Who are you?"

As I thought coldly, I heard something like a scoff.

'The Window into Memories you tried to forget. The best and worst desperate struggle born from your fight to live. The only way for you to survive and your last breakwater. That's me, the result created when you turned your eyes to reality.'

"Stop with the confusing bullshit and answer straight."

'Hmm. Right, being a bit more direct is probably better. Your condition has improved quite a bit since before.'

The voice paused for a moment, then finally spoke.

'I am you, and you are me. Simply put, I am your Split Self, carrying all the Trauma and Nightmares you've seen, also what you might call an instinctive Self-Defense Mechanism.'

Fuck, what? What the hell is this bullshit.

Confused. I couldn't understand it at all. A Split Self? Me?

Trying to force myself to understand this difficult concept made my head hurt.

'I don't know how long we can converse like this, so let's get straight to the point.'

"The point?"

My mind, unable to organize the jumbled information, strained to catch a clue in the voice coming through.

Finally, the voice spoke.

'You. Keep having Sex like this, intensely, from now on. Because that might be your only Way to Survive.'

"...What?"

What kind of nonsense is this?
Chapter 42: The Storm Breaks
“Sex..., what?”

‘Have Sex. That’s your way to survive.’

…Am I still dreaming?

Or maybe I actually died from sex with Hoe Suki? A sad death of a virgin.

‘It’s not a dream, so get a grip. This is important.’

…Damn it. I’m just getting further and further from normal.

Reincarnating into Another World was confusing enough, now I’m suffering from Mental Illness too. And now a Split Self is talking to me?

…Maybe the First Button was fastened wrong from the start. Reincarnating into Another World wasn't exactly ordinary.

Let’s get my head straight. Maybe I can actually find a clue to cure this Mental Illness. Regardless of that guy’s identity, if there’s something to find out, let’s find out as much as possible.

No point agonizing over it.

'Reading thoughts is more exhausting than you think.'

“Explain the reason properly. Start by explaining what Sex has to do with Mental Illness.”

As I challenged the being calling itself my Split Self, a vague answer came back.

‘I don’t know the details either. Ultimately, even I am just one of your selves, and there’s a limit to the wisdom I can draw upon. But what I can be sure of is, the more relationships you form, the better your condition gets.’

“In what way?”

‘For example, that pseudo-sex you had with Blan. I roughly understood then. After that relationship, the connection point that had only grown distant began to show small gaps.’

“Gaps?”

‘Yes. After that, should I call it a ‘Passage’ connecting to your mind? It started connecting bit by bit. Before that, I had to forcibly wedge open a gap to intervene, but after what happened at that campsite, it became completely impossible.’

“You’ve helped me before?”

‘Countless times. Notably, the Ranselo Estate Battle, the Brinian Estate Battle. And I helped you during the Rescue of Princess Eliza too.’

“During the Princess Eliza time too?”

The three incidents the entity pointed out had something in common.

“That was all when I Fainted.”

‘Right. When you were in a Crisis of death. When you were closest to death. I pushed through your collapsed Consciousness. Eliminating surrounding threats, protecting the Main Body. Saving you is how I survive.’

Crisis of death. Passing Out. Situations where everything was over when I regained Consciousness.

If what that entity says is true, then most of what happened so far makes sense. I could even understand what happened most recently at the campsite.

“Why did you only appear when I was on the verge of death?”

‘Well. It’s complex, and strange. My existence was created for you to avoid mental death. An inherently unstable existence from birth. As I said before, I am the being you created because you wanted to live. The Will to live manifested Unconsciously. I believe that’s the reason I was created.’

I could tell just from when the memory of Venedis returned. That memory was, undoubtedly, too horrifying for me.

Perhaps there were many things more horrifying than that memory. I created that self to forget them.

Mental death. Was it to prevent the mind from becoming so devastated that it dies?

But for me, getting closer to death should mean getting closer to connecting with that entity, right?

‘The reason is simple. Perhaps it will also answer the fundamental question you asked.’

Did it read my thoughts again?

‘It’s true that the more I interfere with your mind, the closer you get to death. However, there are benefits for you too. The memories of forgotten Comrades within me. Their Skills' Essence will become entirely yours.’

‘Within this Crucible of Memories, all I could do was ruminate on those memories, seek Atonement, and offer Apologies that would never reach them. Constantly. Endlessly. As I did, their Skills naturally became organized in my head.’

‘The closer you get to me, the closer you get to their memories. You’ll be able to use the Skills they used too. You’ll gain the memories of them you so desperately wanted, but the Traumas of the Past you haven’t accepted yet will surely drive you to death.’

‘But things changed after you formed relationships with Blan and Hoe Suki. The very fact that we can converse like this is proof.’

‘My personal speculation is that, just as the Lingering Attachment to those who died kills you, perhaps the Lingering Attachment to these two keeps you alive.’

“Is that why I have to keep having Sex?”

‘Yes.’

…Should I call it absurd? It’s such a ridiculous story, I can’t believe it.

But simply denying it was difficult, as some parts fit the context.

It was true that I could remember Venedis, just as the entity said. It also fit with events from the Past.

“…Enduring Past Lingering Attachments with Present Attachments.”

Is it all just talk? But why Sex, of all things?

‘It’s obvious for Naïve People like us. Since we’ve shared bodies once, the idea of taking responsibility?’

I can’t quite deny that.

It’s too much information to accept all at once. I need to verify things one by one, or seek advice.

‘I should return to where I was. The Passage is slowly narrowing. Remember. Until you find another way, have as many relationships as possible. That’s the best method.’

The intensity in the entity's voice was gradually fading. Connecting to my mind is an act close to death, so it seems that Lingering Attachment to life is fading bit by bit.

If I die, the entity dies too, so did it leave before it was too late?

“Hey? Are you really gone?”

Only my words echoed quietly in the room.

It seems it really left.

Thud.

“Haa. What the hell is this situation.”

My mind was a mess.

Having sex just to survive.

“Heugh. I thought this isekay was a fantasy genre, but maybe it’s an Erotic Fantasy?”

Only a self-deprecating laugh escaped.


◈

“Uuuuhm…”

Squinting against the incoming sunlight, her eyes slowly opened, revealing clearer Emerald Eyes scanning the Surroundings.

“Ah…”

Her eyes filled with the sight of a dignified man.

Long, flowing Black Hair. A rugged body full of Battle Scars, contrasting with his simple, handsome face.

Hoe Suki sat up and gazed down at Lakus’s sleeping face.

“It wasn’t a dream.”

She slowly savored the Memory of last night.

Drunk and half-conscious. Instinctively clinging to Lakus's side, inhaling his Body odor to satisfy the ever-growing Desire.

As the growing Thirst made her body heat up, she reveled in a Bold Act she wouldn't have dared imagine before, offering him her Virginity.

Tucking her messy hair behind her ear, a gentle smile spread across Hoe Suki’s face.

“Truly, everything is mine now.”

You. Me too.

Just looking at him brought a sense of happiness. His face twitched, and his closed eyes slowly opened.

Eyes staring into the void rolled around until they met the emerald pupils gazing back at her.

“Sleep well?”

“Yeah.”

At the coy greeting, the same smile graced Lakus’s face, and she returned the smile.

“Lakus.”

“Yeah?”

“Can I kiss you?”

Playfully curved eyes held a subtle anticipation. As if wanting proof that yesterday's memory wasn't just a fleeting bonfire.

At the change on her usually expressionless face, Lakus answered with action.

His hand cupped Hoe Suki's chin and pulled her towards his lips. Her lips, yielding to his touch as if unable to resist, met his, and through parted lips their tongues mingled as one.

Sweetness. Gentleness. And greed.

After the kiss mixed with various emotions,

“Puha…”

Forgetting even to breathe, tongues and lips expressed their longing as a thread of saliva dripped down.

The emerald eyes were still clear. Neither cloudy nor hazy.

And yet.

“Ha-up.”

Her body still craved him, pressing her lips against his again.

Two hours later, the two finished tidying up and came down to the lobby with the others.


◈

Late morning on the day after the Storm passed.

Lakus's group, gathered on the first floor, began a late breakfast.

Everyone gathered there had haggard faces from yesterday's aftermath, and since they had slept late, a late meal was only natural.

“By the way, when will the other two be down? We were planning to go to Headquarters together.”

However, despite the late hour, two people were even later.

“It’s fine. They must have been really tired. I’ll bring them, so you guys go handle your business.”

Lakus and Hoe Suki.

Frien nodded at Azazel’s words and continued her meal. She was too hungover to worry about others, and as an Adventurer, she had requests to handle.

“I should have prepared some hangover medicine.”

“Who knew we’d drink that much? Just let them rest.”

Pere and Blanche were also suffering from hangovers, but being Demi-humans with superior stamina, it didn't show.

‘He must be tired. Experiencing something like that twice in such a short time. Even Lak must be physically strained.’

Blanche worried about Lakus, who had been caught up in a life-threatening incident.

She intended to let Lakus, likely exhausted from the aftermath, rest even a little longer.

‘Anyway, he has to stay in Falkia until he finds the person he's is looking for, so it should be fine.’

It was Blanche’s consideration.

Having downed Bomb Shots made from Dwarven liquor and Elf-made Distilled liquor prepared by Azazel last night, she soothed her assaulted stomach with starch-heavy stew.

It was an unremarkable stew. Except for the starchiness and plenty to chew on, it suited her palate quite well.

A faint pepper scent wafted through, with a subtle savory meat taste. And…

Lakus’s strong body odor.

“Huh?”

Something strange intruded upon her listed impressions, but it was definitely his strong body odor she smelled.

Blanche’s head whipped around, following the overpowering scent.

“Sorry we’re late… We’re quite late, aren’t we…?”

It was Lakus, looking utterly exhausted.

Hoe Suki was beside him, looking somewhat more lively for some reason.

Was his Body odor strong because Lakus was here? That could be possible.

But the reason Blanche’s attention was caught was different.

‘No way…?’

His Body odor emanated strongly from two places.

Lakus and Hoe Suki.

With that fact, the corners of Blanche’s eyes twitched as if spasming.

‘Don’t tell me, less than a week after I mentioned that…!’

Blanche was aghast.

‘Our Youngest Sibling. Looks like he did it this morning too~. Is it because he’s In his Prime?’

Azazel, the mastermind of the incident, smiled fondly, seeing Lakus looking even more manly.

“Hey. That Rumor at the Guild, seems like it might be true?”

“Indeed.”

“What Rumor?”

As Ben, Alex, and Frien huddled closer at the Table, Ben cautiously pointed towards Lakus, who was just sitting down.

“They say Demi-human women are attracted to strong men. So sometimes, several Demi-human Women end up attached to one man.”

“No way. Does that mean everyone in that group?”

As surprise filled Frien’s face, Ben smirked.

“They must have done it. I thought it was just a Rumor, but looks like it’s not.”

Ben hit the side of his clenched fist with his palm. It was quite a Vulgar Expression, but what the action meant was clear.

Leaving behind a blushing Frien, Ben’s gaze shifted towards Lakus’s group.

‘Handling a Group of Kobolds and a Koboldtan. On top of that, a man involved with three women. Even if they’re adoptive siblings, he’s the Younger Brother of a Succubus?’

The former was already certified by Helene, so it would cause quite a stir at Headquarters. Add to that the story of a capable man accompanied by three considerable Beauties?

And that man is the Younger Brother of Azazel, the Adventurer’s Guild’s ghost instructor and a Succubus?

Could there be a more sensational story in Falkia?

‘Tsk tsk. His Path of Hardship is laid out plain.’

Looking at Lakus’s haggard appearance and his clearly visible future Fate, Ben could only click his tongue.
Chapter 43: Adventurer Entrance Exam
Tap. Tap.

“Blan?”

“What.”

“Is your hangover okay...?”

“Yes.”

She’s cold.

“I, I see.”

Blanche’s expression is incredibly venomous. She probably thinks she's hiding it, but we’ve known each other for five years. How could I not know?

A sidelong glance, staring vaguely into the distance.

Deeply furrowed brows.

Lips set harder than a memorial stone.

Arms crossed, fingers tapping a rhythm like a metronome.

She's definitely worried about something.

...Don't tell me... does she smell it?

Last night might be one thing, but doing it right after waking up this morning might have been the problem.

Blanche has a keen sense of smell. It’s a reasonable assumption.

It bothers me, but let's move on for now.

Her worrying implies she’s weighing some right or wrong, so the subject of her worry isn't necessarily me.

If she found out a man she'd already been intimate with had relations with another woman, I doubt even I would stay calm.

I withdrew my attention from Blanche.

The Adventurer's Guild Headquarters looms before me.

Today, Hoe Suki had to register with the Adventurer's Guild.

It's an important event for Hoe Suki, so I should focus more on that.

Following Azazel-noona, I entered the Adventurer's Guild.

Crossing the first-floor lobby, which looked no different from yesterday, we headed to the reception desk.

Was it because we drew too much attention? As we approached the desk, I could feel stronger interest and gazes upon me than yesterday.

People trying to hide their whispering mouths behind pint glasses, but unable to conceal the curiosity mixed in their stares.

Among them, a few Demi-humans particularly stood out. Probably young Demi-humans who hadn't joined the Guild. Although there are young Demi-humans now, the Guild is still mainly composed of married individuals.

“How many applicants today?”

“There are 8 applicants today.”

Azazel-noona nodded at the receptionist's answer.

“Good. Then register this child too, and gather the applicants at the Training Grounds in 30 minutes.”

“Understood. I will inform the examiners and applicants.”

“No. Forget the examiners. I’ll do it myself.”

At Azazel-noona's words, murmurs arose from behind.

“An exam conducted personally by the Ghost Instructor. Most of this year's recruits will probably drop out.”

“Still, it’s been a while since we had a spectacle, right? You’re going to watch?”

“It’s a rare spectacle. How could we miss it?”

Come to think of it, I don’t know how strong Azazel-noona has become since we parted ways. Since she holds the position of instructor, she must be much stronger than before.

Since she was active as the youngest Ruby-rank adventurer when we first met, it was almost a given that my Noona, who had a different talent from the start, would have become stronger.

I was curious how much stronger Azazel-noona had become, but the reason she was stepping up herself was probably to accommodate me.

“Thanks, Noona.”

“Hm? Ah~. It’s nothing. It’s my Youngest Sibling’s girlfriend’s business, so of course I should help.”

Oh... Noona, please, not those words...

I glanced sideways at Blanche, but thankfully, perhaps because she was deep in thought, she didn't seem to hear.

It seems I need to get to the Training Grounds quickly before Azazel-noona says something that might provoke Blanche’s state of mind.

At least, when she's standing before the recruits, she won't be able to say anything else.

“Lak.”

“...!”

Whoa... that startled me.

“What is it, Blan?”

...Finally. Has the time come?

As I braced myself mentally,

“I want to split off for a bit. Pere too.”

“Ah. Yes. Please do.”

“I’ll come back here. It won’t take long.”

My resolve, braced for a slap to the cheek and even a broken neck, became pointless.

Blanche left the Adventurer's Guild with Pere.

“For now..., can I feel relieved?”

Whether this is the calm before the storm or not.

“Youngest Sibling! Hurry up!”

“Yeah! Coming right away.”

Let’s focus on Hoe Suki for now. This is an important first step for her.


◈

Arriving at the Training Grounds with Azazel-noona.

I knew the way to the Training Grounds like the back of my hand from the two years I spent here. Back when I was young, Azazel-noona would tuck me under her arm and run around, showing me places.

Looking back, it’s quite the memory.

I could see adventurers training here and there in the Training Grounds. Seeing adventurers train for the first time, I couldn't help but be surprised by the rather systematic methods.

In my perception, adventurers were quite free-spirited individuals.

Even just two years ago when I stayed here, it was a den of true get-rich-quick schemers and drifters, but now, from new recruits to veterans who looked quite seasoned, they were sparring or receiving instruction from those who appeared to be instructors.

“It’s changed a lot here too.”

“Increasing numbers is good, but to undertake high-value requests, skills are also necessary.”

True words. The number of adventurers in the Falkia United Kingdom directly translates to national power and public security. Minor domestic issues can be handled by recruits. Skills are essential to complete more dangerous requests.

“Like suppression missions?”

“Right. Things that require putting your life on the line. From subjugating large Monsters to cleaning up criminal organizations. High-ranking adventurers have their own duties to bear. In my case, I act as an instructor, training recruits and trainees; others hunt large Monsters or chase down troublemakers in the United Kingdom.”

“So it’s about contributing not just to the Adventurer’s Guild’s performance, but also its substance.”

“Oh~. Compressing it like that makes it easy to understand.”

I thought adventurers didn't have obligations. Just having a high rank doesn't mean everything is good.

Anyway,

Criminal organizations.

Criminal organizations seem to be disrupting public order so much that the Adventurer's Guild and the United Kingdom are keeping an eye on them.

The issue must be significant enough for the higher-ups to step in personally.

Perhaps Helene might give me an additional Request. Since Helene seems to hold authority regarding those illegal Slave Traders now. And we do have a track record.

Preventing others from becoming victims like those children was part of it, but I definitely felt a strong headache seeing those kids back then.

The meaning of this sickeningly frequent headache was clear.

There must be memories associated with that scene.

In the past, I would have avoided it. However, if that guy in my head is right, recalling those memories brings me closer to death and causes me to lose my sanity and slaughter those around me, or die mentally.

The way to prevent that is to cultivate Lingering Attachments to life. According to the method that guy mentioned, having Sexual Intercourse was the best way.

If I regain all the memories, the headaches won't occur, and then I won't lose my mind, so my problem should be solved.

I found a way to look for clues, but relying on a being whose existence itself is ambiguous felt quite fishy.

“Alright! Everyone assemble!”

Ah. Looks like it's starting now.

I saw Azazel-noona standing on a platform far away. Below her stood Hoe Suki, who had been called for a brief explanation.

Instead of her usual dress, she wore something like a short-sleeved T-shirt and short pants. Seeing others wearing them too, it seems the Adventurer's Guild provided them for the recruits.

“Hey! It’s starting!”

“Damn, almost missed it!”

A crowd of people poured noisily out of the entrance to the Training Grounds. They probably gathered to watch Azazel-noona's test.

They began to occupy the empty seats next to me, one by one. Azazel-noona said this spot where I'm sitting was made for observation classes, so it was the optimal place to watch the test proceeding in the Training Grounds.

As the many seats began to fill, the spacious area quickly became cramped. Lucky I sat in the corner; otherwise, I might have been squashed in the middle of that sweaty crowd.

“You all heard the procedures during the briefing, so we'll start the test immediately.”

After Azazel-noona's declaration, something like a wooden golem appeared from another entrance leading into the Training Grounds.

Wooden golems emerged, each holding a wooden sword about the length of a Longsword and a Kite Shield. I thought she might unleash Monsters or something.

“Personal combat first today? Poor guys. There’ll be plenty carried out with broken bones.”

“I know this from being hit by a golem controlled by Lady Azazel. More than half will drop out.”

Azazel-noona used Kinesis. So she must also be controlling those golems directly. The last time I saw her, she handled about two swords simultaneously. She's gotten even scarier in the meantime.

“Assume a personal combat situation where you've encountered a criminal during a security Request. Draw your weapons.”

The recruits gripped the weapons they brought. Hoe Suki, whose body itself is a Weapon, clenched her fists and stared at the golem.

Azazel-noona's gaze swept over the recruits who had finished preparing.

“Looks like you're ready, then. Begin!”

The command fell, and Azazel-noona waved her left hand once.

Clatter.

The golems standing before the recruits began to move simultaneously.

“Eek! It’s too sudden!”

“Kyaaah!”

“I, I’m a Magician! This kind of...! Gack!”

The golems' merciless blows rained down on the recruits. Though they were wooden swords, judging by the sound of them splitting the air, a direct hit would mean a fracture.

It was a rather Spartan style of test. I don't know if it's Azazel-noona's unique method, but it seemed like a method that didn't consider compatibility at all.

“Tsk. No potential here.”

“If they can’t even block that, they’ll never get past Obsidian in their lives.”

“Look, look. If he knew it was close combat, that Magician should have cast a Defense spell first!”

“Still, a few seem to know what they're doing.”

However, it seems that was just my thought. The veteran adventurers apparently found the recruits' responses merely complacent.

Still, not everyone was just getting beaten up. Quite a few were fighting back.

Among them, the one who clearly stood out was

“That white-haired Demi-human. Is she a martial artist?”

“Is she a demi-human? Her legs and hands have changed?”

“Idiot. She's a White Fang. If you're ignorant, at least keep quiet.”

Hoe Suki.

Having gained some experience, she dodged or parried the sword strikes, pounding on the Kite Shield held firmly by the golem.

Rough metallic sounds and sparks flew each time she swung her fingernails. She wasn't landing effective hits, but compared to the other recruits who were just being unilaterally beaten, she was holding her own.

But perhaps it's still due to lack of experience.

“It seems she has many unnecessary movements and is straightforward.”

This isn't a real battle, and Hoe Suki isn't that experienced either, so it's understandable. Her movements were also quite large, and she didn't try to aim for the golem's blind spots, stubbornly trying to break through the front.

Given the immense strength behind those attacks, if the golem were a living person, it would have caused considerable shock, but that would naturally drag out the fight, lengthening the engagement time.

On the battlefield, prolonged person-to-person engagement exponentially increases the probability of being exposed to enemy attacks from the flank or back, so it wasn't a desirable approach.

Still, you can't expect perfection on the first try. That's a problem that will likely be resolved as she gradually gains experience.

“Excuse me, are you perhaps Lakus?”

While watching Hoe Suki's sparring, I turned my head at the sound of a woman's voice from behind.

“Yes, I am, but.”

“Wow! See! I told you it was him!”

“So it was real. I only heard about it from my mom, this is the first time seeing you in person.”

Two demi-human women sitting behind me. Judging by their words, they seem to be the independent young children of Guild Members who joined the Guild.

“I never thought I’d meet Lakus here. Lakus is so busy, I never got to properly say thank you. I’m so happy to meet you like this!”

The fox-eared demi-human suddenly grasped my hand and pulled it towards her chest.

“Since we met like this, perhaps we could have a meal together later?”

“Uh... Well, I'm busy today, so I don't think I can...”

“Please speak comfortably! To us, Lakus is like a savior. If it weren't for Lakus, Demi-humans would have continued to be ignored by other Races.”

If honey were dripping from her eyes, this is probably how it would feel.

Since she wasn't that young, I could guess how much she had suffered as a Demi-human before the Guild was founded. It probably wasn't a very good memory.

“Um. Then, perhaps we could have a meal together later... maybe? I'm busy right now.”

“Yes! I’m so happy thinking that I can repay your kindness even this way!”

Whatever made her so happy, a smile bloomed across her face.

Right. If I had only gained Mental Illness, it would have been utterly unpleasant, but the sense of accomplishment from helping their difficult lives must have helped me endure like this.

They are beings I consider to be Family.

There were many sacrifices, but seeing Demi-humans, who were always persecuted for being ignorant, being recognized for their abilities like this brings back emotions.

Yes..., that really makes me happy, but...

“First, could you let go of this hand...?”

They are Demi-humans with outstanding physiques. Their natural build and their environment, the Elea Forest, necessitate an active lifestyle.

In other words, Demi-humans' bodies were quite voluptuous even to other Races,

And the chest of this fox Demi-human where my hand was buried made it, for me, quite an awkward situation indeed.

“I’m sorry. Knowing my hand held our savior’s, I instinctively...”

Oh dear...

Her flushed face.

This is bad.

I know Demi-humans are strongly influenced by Instinct. That's why they couldn't properly integrate into society.

This Demi-human, it seems 'that switch' has been flipped.

I had forgotten. The obsession of unmarried Demi-humans is more severe than I thought. Spending time continuously with married Guild Members and Blanche, I got swept up in the mood and remembered too late.

This is trouble...

CRASH!!!!!!

My thoughts were shattered by the observation stand momentarily shaking. It was a vibration strong enough to make even the startled Demi-human release my hand.

Looking at the source of the sound, dust was billowing up from below the observation stand.

As the dust gradually settled, revealed beneath was a half-crudely folded Kite Shield and a half-destroyed wooden golem embedded there.

“Crazy... That White Fang. Did she just blow away the instructor’s golem?”

“What a brutal kick.”

“Was there anyone among us who destroyed that as a recruit?”

“No...”

Hearing the adventurers' voices, I turned my gaze to the Training Grounds and saw Hoe Suki just retracting her outstretched leg and adjusting her stance.

Eventually.

“Ooh...”

Hoe Suki, who had lowered her head deeply, lifted her head, meeting our eyes. Her expression seemed to indicate she had a lot to say.

To summarize that expression in one word...

In vulgar terms, she looked pretty pissed off.
Chapter 44: Test
A Golem split in half and a Kite Shield folded in two. The result of her Turning Kick.

“Crazy... Does that even make sense...”

It was unclear who had spoken the words.

However.

No one could respond to that mutter.

Not the recruits getting pummeled by the Golem in real-time.

Not the veterans who had been pummeled by the Golem in the past.

Everyone on the Training Grounds was struck speechless by the jaw-dropping sight, but among them, one person.

Hoe Suki wore a complex expression as she glared at Lakus, or more precisely, at the two Demi-humans beyond him.

'What is this feeling?'

An irritation welled up within her chest, making her throat feel tight as if congested, while conversely, her mind felt chilled as if doused with cold water.

For her, who had just begun to see beyond her narrow world through Lakus, it was a somewhat unfamiliar sensation.

If she had to pick the closest parallel, it was like the feeling when she lost everything to the Pursuers.

Holding his hand to her chest as if he were her lover. Wearing an ecstatic expression as if she were in love.

Just looking at the faces of those two Demi-humans made her feel stifled.

The feeling of having something taken away by another for the first time.

Even though she herself had taken him from another woman, unlike her, who had tacit consent, those two Demi-humans had not.

Only then did Hoe Suki realize what emotion permeated her entire being.

Jealousy.

She wanted to chase after them right now and declare to those bewitching females that Lakus was hers.

However.

'Leaving the spot means disqualification, she said. If it weren't for that...!'

This was the chance Lakus had arranged for her.

That fact alone forced Hoe Suki to compose her tumultuous heart.

There was only one thing she could do.

Finish the test quickly and protect his side as an Adventurer. That was the sole task.

And one other person.

'It was a specially treated Golem, so it should have been very sturdy. Yet she broke it along with the Kite Shield.'

Azazel averted her gaze from the Golem embedded beneath the stands and looked fondly at the pale-faced Lakus.

'Our Youngest Sibling brought an interesting one.'

Azazel's curiosity was piqued by the potential shown by Hoe Suki, whom she had merely thought of as a pitiful White Fang infatuated with Lakus, unable even to satisfy her Sexual Desire.

A talented recruit was always welcome.

'The results are becoming clear. We can move on to the next stage.'

Three candidates passed her assessment.

Vincent, the Human who achieved a perfect offense and defense with a Claymore.

Aria, the Elf who used her bow, Dagger, and Spirits effectively.

And Hoe Suki, the White Fang whose overwhelming strength shattered a Golem in the entrance exam, a feat unseen since Azazel became an instructor.

The rest had long fallen out of her interest.

“The personal combat test ends here. Hoe Suki, Vincent, Aria. Everyone except those called, leave.”

“Huh? What kind of nonsense...!”

“This is too unfair, just based on one test!”

The remaining recruits protested Azazel's order to leave, feeling wronged. To them, this unreasonable testing method itself was baffling.

“An Adventurer must always prepare for the worst. Will you whine about unfairness in front of an enemy too?”

“But...!”

Despite her firm tone, they showed no sign of backing down.

It was understandable. Retaking the test was only possible a week after failing. Surviving in Falkia for a week with no income was a considerable hardship.

At the recruits' clamor, Azazel's already sharp features took on not just irritation, but a cutting chill.

That unfiltered emotion sent shivers down the spines of the recruits and the veteran Adventurers alike.

“Fine. If you can't accept it, I'll have to make you accept it.”

Azazel stepped down from the platform and stood before the five who had voiced complaints.

Azazel scanned them once.

An unexpected name came from her lips.

“Youngest Sibling! Come here for a moment.”

The person Azazel affectionately called Youngest Sibling. It was a title mentioned at the Adventurer's Guild Headquarters for barely two days, but it had caused such a stir it was impossible not to know.

Instantly, all eyes on the Training Grounds focused on Lakus, sitting in the corner of the spectator stands.

“Huh? Me?”

“Yes!”

Azazel answered with a bright smile.


◈

Ah. Why. Noona, please stop.

Drawing this much attention is tiring enough, why are you doing this?

I’ve never resented Azazel-noona as much as I do now. That tomboyish personality hasn’t changed one bit, then or now.

I think I understand Noona's intentions.

I'm from the Demi-human Mercenary Guild, not the Adventurer's Guild. She probably figured I could handle some clueless rookies, going easy on them.

But I've only ever killed, never gone easy on anyone.

Add a spoonful each of Azazel-noona's mischief and curiosity about my skills.

Being the center of so much attention was uncomfortable. I wanted to refuse immediately, but

“Youngest Sibling! Hurry!”

It seems better to go before drawing even more attention. If I stayed put, she looked ready to come up here and drag me down.

I descended from the spectator stands and stood beside Azazel-noona.

“Instructor, how may I assist you?”

“Hm? Why are you suddenly acting so stiff?”

Well, this is a public setting. I was trying to be polite.

“Don’t tell me you’re sulking?”

“...No. I was just curious, you’re not asking me to fight these recruits now, are you?”

“That’s right. It seems the fairest way. If fellow Adventurers do it, they might go easy on people they know. I could do it, but these guys can’t even withstand my minimum.”

I see. Azazel-noona had a point.

But that Golem was Azazel-noona's minimum?

How much stronger has she become...

Perhaps this could be a good opportunity for me too.

There's something I want to test in a safe situation like this.

It would be nice if this guy answered me.

'Hey, are you listening?'

......

If you're reading my thoughts, it's about time you showed up...

'I roughly grasp the situation. Should I just deal with those guys?'

Have you been watching all along?

'Hardly. The Passage just widened more than before, so your call reached me.'

Hey, you said before that when I Fainted, you fought in my place, right?

'Right.'

Then, is it possible even when my mind is intact?

If this entity utilized the Skills learned from the memories of forgotten Comrades each time I fainted, it was a plausible story.

A moment of silence followed my words.

'Ultimately, you and I originate from a single self. I believe it's quite possible. Though I don't know how well it will work.'

'And the problem is how long you can endure it. Remember. You're confronting memories you yourself tried to avoid.'

Then with Venedis's swordsmanship. The other memories... I'm afraid I'll lose my sanity again. How long can you maintain it?

'Hmm. Judging by the speed the Passage is shrinking, 7 to 10 minutes.'

Time was tight, but it was sufficient to confirm what I wanted to test.

“Alright. Since Noona asked.”

“Ooh~. As expected of our Youngest Sibling. I’m counting on you~.”

Right, it's a Family request too, so let's do it while I'm at it.

Time is short, so I need to start quickly.

“Let's begin quickly.”

As I gripped the wooden sword Azazel-noona handed me and spoke to the recruits, the man who had protested the loudest stepped forward.

“Then I’ll go first.”

Hmm. A wooden sword and a Parma, one of the round shields.

A typical swordsman type.

“Recruit. You’d best be careful. Our Youngest Sibling is from the Demi-human Mercenary Guild. If you act rashly, be prepared to break something.”

Following Azazel-noona's warning, the guy's gaze flickered to the top of my head and my waist, then a look of doubt crossed his face.

Ignoring the stare, I increased the distance from the recruit and took a stance. Only then did he readjust his grip on the Parma and wooden sword, settling into his stance.

“Alright, contestants. Ready.”

At Azazel-noona's signal, I naturally brought the wooden sword up horizontally.

Something feels awkward. It's like I'm moving unconsciously.

'Of course. I'm directly interfering with your Consciousness. It's more accurate to say your actions now are controlled by me, not you.'

It feels less like I'm swinging the sword and more like the sword is swinging me. Like I'm a marionette.

'An accurate analogy.'

As I was having this back-and-forth with the guy,

“Begin!”

Azazel-noona's command echoed across the Training Grounds.

“Uwaaah!”

The recruit charged, shouting a kiai, with his Parma held forward.

'Let's begin.'

As soon as the guy's words finished, an unpleasant sensation dominated my body. It felt like my Will was projected, yet it was a strange sensation like watching it from a third-person perspective.

Matching the recruit's speed, I ran forward.

As we charged towards each other, the distance rapidly closed.

Taking the final step within weapon's reach.

The recruit's wooden sword thrust towards my chest.

Thwack!

I swiftly deflected the attack, a crisp sound like a cracking gourd echoed, and then the Parma lunged towards my chest.

A brilliant combination, not thinking of the shield merely as defensive gear.

Pivoting on my planted right foot, rotating as if the recruit's body was the center of a circle, I dodged the shield bash.

I planted the tip of the wooden sword into his wide-open back.

“Ugh!”

The recruit let out a choked groan and rotated his body left, trying to strike with the Parma shield.

“Hup.”

Just before the Parma hit, I performed Ukemi[TL]A safety technique for falling.[/TL], dropping my back to the ground,

Whoosh!

It grazed past my chest by a hair's breadth.

Looking up from the fallen position, the recruit's expression was,

Dyed in astonishment.

Swinging the Parma seemed like a desperate act itself; the recruit's wooden sword was unmoving, the Parma cutting through the air with a splitting sound.

And an empty body.

'Opening found.'

I immediately bent my legs up to my chest. Both knees touched my chest, as if fully compressing a spring. Power gradually gathered in my curled waist and legs,

Thud!!

With a rebound, I snapped them straight out simultaneously; the Walker boots, extended like a dropkick, slammed squarely into the recruit's abdomen.

“Keoheok!”

Pushed back several steps, the recruit collapsed onto the ground.

I rolled over once, placing my stomach on the ground, then placed my left hand and heels on the floor, assuming a sprinting start position.

Tap!

I shot forward, gripping the wooden sword horizontally with both hands, and approached the recruit.

I could see the recruit flailing, trying to regain his posture.

Face and neck. Avoid those two most fatal spots.

I aimed the tip of the wooden sword at his abdomen.

Thwack!

“Ugh!”

The wooden sword struck the recruit's abdomen squarely.

It was settled.

If this had been a real fight, this recruit would have bid farewell to the world with a hole in his face or neck.

I straightened up from striking his abdomen.

The recruit's face flushed crimson from the Blow to his stomach.

Eventually.

“Uweck!”

He unwillingly shared his breakfast menu for the day with everyone present.

Acknowledging him now would just be more embarrassing. Let's leave him be, out of consideration.

Leaving the pitiful recruit, I turned my gaze to the other recruits standing behind me.

There was still much to test, but time was far too short.

“Next.”

At my word, the recruits' complexions turned as pale as the one suffering social death over there, and it didn't seem like just my imagination.

Hurry up and step forward. I don't have much time.
Chapter 45: Re-armament (1)
Fortunately or unfortunately.

Taking down one hapless recruit was enough to quell the complaints of the five facing expulsion.

Ah. One of them spewed it out, didn't he.

Poor guy.

Still, thanks to that pitiful Youth, there were gains. For better or worse.

Though the sensation was unpleasant and unfamiliar, I could use his techniques in addition to Venedis's swordsmanship.

The test ended before I could properly confirm it, but it was incomparably better than my desperate attempts to imitate it before.

The problem was that the drawbacks were too clear and fatal.

Was it because a Human was trying to use techniques originally handled by Venedis, who was a Demi-human? Or was it the aftereffect of that guy interfering and controlling my body?

As soon as his interference lifted, my whole body started aching.

Compared to last time, I could still move, but my entire body screamed with the fatigue of the day after hard labor.

'It's a kind of price. You forcefully moved a body that originally lacked not only the mastery of the technique but also the supporting physical strength. While I'm interfering, I feel the burden, but once the interference stops, you feel the strain placed on the body.'

So that's why it feels like being controlled.

This was quite fatal. The ability already had a time limit, and now it had side effects too.

It was too much even for the strength and stamina I'd gained rolling through the warzone for over five years.

It had too many flaws to be considered a primary replacement for the Crossbow. Metaphorically, it felt like a kind of Finishing Move.

To summarize what I learned from this incident:

Receiving that guy's help comes with risks equal to the returns.

I need to find a way to reduce the side effects.

Keep melee weapons as secondary, but train consistently.

Recover the weapon I used as my mainstay.

Still, the most hopeful news was that as my Lingering Attachment to life grew, my Mental Illness also improved, and the incidents of slaughtering those around me like before had disappeared.

The problem is that it was merely a desperate measure, and the most effective way to gain that Lingering Attachment was through sexual intercourse.

My thoughts deepen over the listed results.

Let's consider the problem I can solve first.

Using the process of elimination, I remove the options with the highest chance of resolution, one by one.

The result.

It boiled down to recovering my original Weapon and consistently training melee weapon techniques.

The other issues were solved by sheer luck. Solving the fundamental problem required waiting for Big Sis's visit.

These were the only two things I could do right now.

"Good work, Youngest Sibling. You've gotten quite strong while I wasn't looking, huh? Looks like you worked really hard in the Demi-human Mercenary Guild. Shall we have a Sparring match?"

A distinct light flashed in Azazel-noona's eyes. She was kindling a sort of competitive spirit.

Reminding Noona that we were in the middle of a test, I asked about the upcoming test schedule.

"Next up is Monster subjugation. We'll start after Lunch."

"Monster subjugation, huh. So we're going to the Kallax Mountains?"

"We won't go deep. It's just about dealing with small groups of Monsters. Are you worried about your girlfriend?"

Turning my head, I saw Hoe Suki standing with the other successful candidates a short distance away. Ever since she shattered the Golem, she seems to look only at me, which is burdensome.

But there was something else slightly more bothersome.

Vincent and Aria, was it? Watching their gear, Hoe Suki's attire looked too starkly different standing right next to them.

Just one White Dress, now quite worn and old.

Compared to the other two, she looked a bit shabby.

Not exactly a one-outfit wonder, but she's worn that single dress for months.

There's been too much going on lately, and we couldn't afford it, but I realize I haven't paid enough attention.

Might as well use this opportunity to get her some Equipment for the subjugation test and buy her a few new outfits.

"Noona. By any chance, is there a place nearby where I can get some decent Equipment? Like the Märchen Merchant Company or something."

"The Märchen Merchant Company is in the eastern district. Ooh~? What's this~? Buying a gift to cheer on your girlfriend?"

"Something like that. Just need to buy her some necessities."

Leaving behind Azazel-noona, who playfully poked me with her finger while cooing "Oh my, oh my."

If it's after Lunch, there should be plenty of time.

It's the best place to get Hoe Suki a new outfit and for me to re-arm myself as well.


◈

Falkia's eastern district. People called it the commercial district.

It was a place where various artisans sold Equipment and goods they crafted, and renowned merchant companies resided.

It was where various materials collected from the Kallax Mountains were purchased to create products, or where goods procured by the companies from various regions were traded.

Lakus visited the Märchen Merchant Company to get Hoe Suki what she needed for the test.

However, as this was his first time too, he asked Frien to help guide him, since Azazel would be busy preparing for the next test.

"You must be busy with work. Thanks."

"Not at all. She's going to be my junior soon, so a senior should take care of her. Just thinking about getting a junior makes me excited too."

The innocent countryside swordsman's face filled with anticipation. Ever since facing the Kobolds together with Hoe Suki, Frien had developed quite a liking for her.

And now such a promising candidate was joining as her junior; for the simple countryside swordsman, it was a heart-swelling moment.

"And I owe Mr. Lakus my life once, too. This much is fine."

Although she had partially agreed, pushed by Lakus's intensity, Frien, having witnessed the tragedy born of base greed, had also wanted to save those children.

Frien had almost been killed by the Kobolds right then and there.

Death would have been fortunate; the memory of almost becoming a Kobold broodmare like the children in that Passage, forced to birth Kobolds until death, was a Nightmare for her too.

If Lakus hadn't been there, it wouldn't have ended as a Nightmare but would have become a reality no different from death.

That's why she readily agreed to Lakus's request for help.

After walking through the streets for a short while.

Guided by Frien, Lakus and Hoe Suki arrived at the location of the Märchen Merchant Company in the eastern district.

A 7-story building, rarely seen even in the Surroundings. It was much taller than the Adventurer's Guild Headquarters.

"Huh. Should I say it's just like that Princess? She certainly invests decisively."

Lakus looked up at the incredibly tall building, a rare sight even in the Empire.

The Märchen Merchant Company was a directly managed company personally overseen by Eliza of the Bruella Duchy.

The company handled a variety of goods.

Most basically, Magical Engineering items made in the Bruella Duchy. Weapons, convenience tools, and various other implements were standard.

Next, they dealt in rare Potions made through alchemy in the Elven forests bordering the Bruella Duchy, and Alcohol produced by Dwarves.

"This is strangely nerve-wracking. It's actually my first time visiting the Märchen Merchant Company myself. I thought it was out of reach for someone like me, still at Sapphire rank, since the goods are high-end."

"Are the prices considered expensive for other Adventurers?"

Caught off guard, Frien gave an awkward laugh.

"They are a bit pricey, but they're sturdy enough to last a long time once you buy them. Even the lowest grade Elven Potion performs well. And Dwarven Alcohol is too much of a luxury for us. Still, if I ever have enough Money, I'd like to drink it with my Comrades sometime."

Frien's face beamed, happy just imagining it.

'Well, yeah. The items handled by the Märchen Merchant Company are rather expensive.'

But Frien probably didn't know.

That even Lakus's eyes nearly popped out when Eliza first presented the item prices, and the current prices resulted from significantly lowering the unit cost.

Letting out a sympathetic chuckle at her expression, Lakus led the two into the company building.

The interior was as spacious as the building was tall.

The first floor displayed goods needed by Adventurers.

Lanterns, magical alarm devices, various consumables, Potions, etc., with tools familiar to Lakus and unfamiliar items lined up.

"So this is why mid-to-high rank Adventurers use the Märchen Merchant Company often. It's certainly convenient and useful for conserving stamina. The price... Eek! How is one lantern over 1 Gold!"

Frien looked around like a country girl who had just arrived in the city, marvelling and aghast at the sight.

"So this is a city shop."

Hoe Suki, who had never seen such a huge merchant company before, looked around at the goods with curious eyes.

"Welcome. This is the Märchen Merchant Company."

As a brown-haired Human woman greeted them politely, Lakus approached.

"Is the Branch Manager in?"

"By any chance, did you schedule a visit?"

At the woman's question, Lakus took out the Guild's Plate from his pocket and handed it to her.

"This is...?"

The woman's expression briefly stiffened upon checking the name written on the Plate she received, but the professional quickly regained her composure.

"We welcome your visit, Support Division Chief Sir Lakus. I will report to the Branch Manager immediately."

"Please also convey that it's an urgent order."

"I understand."

Normally, he should refrain from using the Märchen Merchant Company to avoid revealing his location to Eliza, but having found a way to improve his Mental Illness, he had no better option.

Eliza was a princess he might have to meet eventually anyway. If she could find him when he was determined to hide, it was only a matter of time.

Right now, getting Hoe Suki the Equipment she needed and re-arming himself was the top priority.

As the woman, bowing even more politely to Lakus, disappeared inside, Frien, eyes wide like a startled rabbit's, slowly approached Lakus.

"Mr. Lakus, are you perhaps someone important?"

"Why do you think so?"

"How should I put it? It felt like I just witnessed a cool scene from high society that I'd only imagined. Like, just giving your name made things proceed smoothly?"

"It's just because the Demi-human Mercenary Guild trades here often. Think of it as a major client visiting."

"Ooh..."

Lakus shrugged at her pure admiration.

A moment later.

A middle-aged man with slicked-back white hair, dressed in a neat black suit, approached Lakus and politely placed his hands over his lower abdomen, showing respect.

"It is an honor to meet you, Support Division Chief. Do you require an urgent order?"

"Yes."

"Understood. Are there any specific products you desire?"

"Duchy-made Weapons, Equipment and clothing suitable for a White Fang. Basic items a new Adventurer needs. Elven Potions as well. And two bottles of Dwarven Alcohol."

The Branch Manager, confirming Lakus's listed order, let out a thoughtful hum and slowly nodded his head.

"Understood. Please follow me. I will guide you."

As the Branch Manager turned and led the way, Lakus naturally followed behind him.

Frien, stunned by the sight, stared blankly with a shocked face at the retreating Lakus.

"Th-The Branch Manager of the Märchen Merchant Company is guiding him personally? Just who is Mr. Lakus..."

"I don't know either."

Leaving the dumbfounded Frien behind, Hoe Suki also followed Lakus.

"Huh? Huh?"

Frien was instantly left alone.

Her expression clearly showed her dilemma whether to follow or not.

Lakus might be a special guest, but she wasn't. If she tried to follow and was stopped, nothing would be more embarrassing.

But that dilemma didn't last long.

"Hey, Frien."

Because the Adventurers who had been browsing goods on the first floor were approaching Frien.

Attention had already been drawn to him the moment he entered the company building.

Rumors about Lakus circulated widely among Adventurers, so that most knew him.

Everyone had witnessed the man, who became the talk of the Adventurer's Guild in just two days, being personally guided by the Branch Manager of the Märchen Merchant Company.

They were all curious.

About the identity of this man: the Younger Brother of the Succubus Azazel, known as the Ghost Instructor; a Human yet a Member of the legendary Demi-human Mercenary Guild; and someone personally guided by the Branch Manager of the Märchen Merchant Company.

And they thought Frien, who seemed quite close to him, might know something.

It was quite burdensome attention for Frien, who had merely followed along and had only volunteered to guide them today.

"W-Wait up!"

Trying to shake off their attention, Frien also hurriedly chased after the receding figures of Lakus and Hoe Suki.
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